University of Calgary

PRISM Repository https://prism.ucalgary.ca
The Vault Open Theses and Dissertations
2021-09-13

Tigers on the Loose: Assessing the
Effectiveness of the Panzer VI “Tiger”, 1935-1945

Kaine, Logan Brian

Kaine, L. B. (2021). Tigers on the Loose: Assessing the Effectiveness of the Panzer VI “Tiger”,

1935-1945 (Master's thesis, University of Calgary, Calgary, Canada). Retrieved from https://prism.ucalgary.ca.
http://hdl.handle.net/1880/113948

Downloaded from PRISM Repository, University of Calgary



UNIVERSITY OF CALGARY

Tigers on the Loose:

Assessing the Effectiveness of the Panzer VI “Tiger”, 1935-1945
by
Logan Brian Kaine
A THESIS
SUBMITTED TO THE FACULTY OF GRADUATE STUDIES
IN PARTIAL FULFILMENT OF THE REQUIREMENTS FOR THE
DEGREE OF MASTER OF ARTS
GRADUATE PROGRAM IN HISTORY
CALGARY, ALBERTA
SEPTEMBER, 2021

© Logan Brian Kaine 2021



Acknowledgements

In the process of writing this thesis a number of people provided invaluable
assistance, for which I will be forever indebted. First among them is Dr. Alexander Hill
who has been a steadfast and eagle-eyed advisor throughout this entire journey. Without
his efforts this thesis would be much longer and much less interesting. My Parents, Brian
and Sandy have also made an immense contribution. Their encouragement has been vital
in pursing my passion for history in general and this thesis in particular. They have also
acted as editors and sounding boards throughout this process. Their willingness to
tolerate the nearly endless discussions about these vehicles is greatly appreciated.

The good people at the Digital History Archive must also be thanked for without
their efforts in providing the relevant German documents electronically this thesis could

not have been completed in the midst of the COVID-19 Pandemic.



Introduction

In September 1942, a new German Panzerkampfwagen (Armoured Fighting
Vehicle) the Panzer VI, better known as the Tiger I, entered combat outside Leningrad.
By the time the war ended, the Tiger I and its successor the Tiger II (also known as the
King Tiger) had gained a formidable reputation. Their thick armour and high-velocity
8.8cm guns allowed them to penetrate the armour of any Allied tanks they encountered at
over a kilometer." As Generalmajor (Major General) Friedrich von Mellenthin, wrote in
his post war memoir Panzer Battles, “with this powerful gun and very strong armour the
Tiger was the most successful and effective tank in the world until the end of the war”?
This reputation for battlefield capability contrasts sharply with the vehicle’s other
reputation as ones that were overly complex and mechanically unreliable.’

With the exception of works by a few notable authors who have considered both
aspects of the tank’s history, the majority of the historiography is split into works that
deal with either the vehicle’s mechanical complexity or its combat performance. Further,
none of these works are set within the context of the Germans’ wider use of tanks or
Germany’s wartime economy. Without the ability to combine the technical, operational,
doctrinal and economic aspects of the Tiger’s story, creating a comprehensive account of
the vehicle’s history and assessing its value to the Heer (Army) has been extremely

difficult.

L Oberkommando des Heers. Pz Offz B Chef GenStdH Anlage 7. 5.7.1944. Betr. Panzer
Waffen Verrichtung. NARA, T-78, Roll 620 frame 000053,000071,000079.
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in the Second World War, translated by H. Betzler, edited by L.C.F Turner, (Norman:
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3 F.M von Senger and Etterlin, German Tanks of World War II: The Complete Illustrated
History of German Armoured Fighting Vehicles 1926-1945. Translated by J. Lucas, ed.
Peter Camberlain and Chris Ellis, (Munich: Lionel Leventhal Itd, 1969), 68-74.



Technical works on the Tiger tank are aimed primarily at armour enthusiasts.
When it comes to books designed to cater to this group, there are many large “coffee
table” books on offer, but two names stand above the rest, especially when it comes to the
Tiger, Thomas Jentz and Hilary Doyle. * Their works on the Tiger, Germany’s Tiger
Tanks: D.W. to Tiger I: Design, Production & Modifications (2000) and Germany’s
Tiger Tanks: VK45.02 to Tiger II: Design, Production & Modifications (1997) stand as
great achievements.” Every prototype is examined and every major decision that led to
the creation of these vehicles is chronicled in detail, as are the vehicles production
statistics and the numerous changes made to the vehicles over the course of their
production. The inside the hatch view provided by Jentz and Doyle provides an
incredibly detailed look at the mechanical complexity of the vehicles, which can leave the
reader to draw their own conclusions about them. Tigers can either be lauded as
tremendous technical achievements, as their designers created powerful vehicles of
immense weight, armour and firepower (the mechanical reliability of the vehicles in the
field is left unaddressed), or as machines whose complexity and small numbers would
leave them vulnerable to smaller but more numerous Allied vehicles. There is also little

discussion of the reasoning behind the inclusion of many of the key elements of the

4 Robert Jackson, Tanks and Armoured Fighting Vehicles Visual Encyclopedia, (London:
Amber Books, 2009). The Encyclopedia of Weapons of World War II: The
Comprehensive Guide to over 1500 Weapons Systems, including Tanks, Small Arms,
Warplanes, Artillery, Ships and Submarines, ed. Chris Bishop, (London: Amber Books,
1998).

SThomas Jentz and Hilary Doyle, Germany’s Tiger Tanks: D.W. to Tiger I: Design,
Production & Modifications, (Atglen: Schiffer Military History, 2000). Thomas Jentz,
and Hilary Doyle, Germany’s Tiger Tanks: VK45.02 to Tiger II: Design, Production &
Modifications, (Atglen: Schiffer Military History, 1997).



vehicles, and especially little or no discussion of the doctrinal niche the Tigers were
meant to fill and why they had the powerful guns and heavy armour that have made them
so famous. These ideas and any conclusions about the vehicle’s value are left entirely up
to the reader, as Jentz and Doyle sought only to create a comprehensive record of the
physical development of the vehicles themselves. Any implications of the designs for
their combat performance are not addressed is these works, nor is the effect that
production of the Tiger or other vehicles had on the broader German economy.®

Discussion of the combat performance of the Tiger appears in a number of
memoirs and unit histories as well as a noteworthy secondary source. Turning first to the
memoirs, the most famous is Otto Carius’s Tigers in the Mud. The Combat Career of
German Panzer Commander Otto Carius.” In this memoir the Tiger is treated as a fairly
reliable vehicle®. Any mechanical foibles that the vehicle had were treated less as
damning indictments of the vehicle’s design but rather as a natural part of operations with
vehicles of such complexity, suggesting a vehicle with fewer flaws than readers of the
Jentz and Doyle books might conclude.

If there is one thing that memoirs such as this lack, it is a connection to the wider

context of the war. This is understandable, as a company commander, was not expected

6 Jentz and Doyle, Germany’s Tiger Tanks: D.W. to Tiger I, 167. Jentz and Doyle,
Germany’s Tiger Tanks: VK45.02 to Tiger II, 143. Walter J. Spielberger, Hilary L. Doyle
and Thomas L. Jentz, Heavy Jagdpanzer: Development, Production, Operations, (Atglen:
Schiffer Publishing, 2007). Walter J. Spielberger and Hilary L. Doyle, Tigers I and II and
their Variants, (Atglen: Schiffer Publishing, 2007).

7 Otto Carius, Tigers in the Mud. The Combat Career of German Panzer Commander
Otto Carius, translated by Robert J. Edwards, (Mechanicsburg: Stackpole Books, 1992).
Richard Freiherr von Rosen, Panzer Ace: The Memoirs of an Iron Cross Panzer
Commander From Barbarossa to Normandy, translated by Geoffrey Brooks, (South
Yorkshire: Greenhill Books, 2018), ebook.

8 Carius, Tigers in the Mud, 21.



to, or able in the normal course of their duties to keep up with the wider progress of the
war. Nevertheless, this lack of wider context does have an impact, creating a sense that
the victories that are discussed had a greater impact than was actually the case.

The themes present in the memoirs are carried over into the unit histories
available for the Tigers, the Ferdinand and the Jagdtiger, of which the most prominent is
The Combat History of the German Tiger Tank Battalion 503 in World War Two, written
by Franz-Wilhelm Lochmann, Alfred Rubbel and Richard Freiherr von Rosen, all
veterans of the unit.” These also present a nuanced view of the vehicles but lack broader
context which means that “like many German veterans’ accounts, the emphasis is placed
more on damage inflicted on the enemy, rather than the fact that the Wehrmacht was
being steadily pushed back towards the Reich”, as Robert Forczyk stated in his
introduction to Tiger Battalion 507."°

A noteworthy addition to the secondary source analysis of the Tiger’s combat
performance is Christopher Wilbeck’s Sledgehammers: Strengths and Flaws of Tiger
Tank Battalions in World War IL."" Wilbeck’s book is the most comprehensive

examination of the Tigers’ performance during the war, examining every major combat

9 Franz-Wilhelm Lochmann, Alfred Rubbel and Richard Freiherr von Rosen. The Combat
History of the German Tiger Tank Battalion 503 in World War Two, (Mechanicsburg:
Stackpole Books, 2008), ebook. Tiger Battalion 507, ed. Helmut Schneider, translated by
Geoffrey Brooks, (Newport: Greenhill Books, 2020). The Combat History of Schwere
Panzer Abteilung 508: In Action in Italy with the Tiger I, ed. Kurt Hirlinger, translated by
David Johnston, (Winnipeg: J.J. Fedorowicz Publishing Inc., 2001). The Combat History
of Schwere Panzer Abteilung 508: In Action in Italy with the Tiger I, ed. Kurt Hirlinger,
translated by David Johnston, (Winnipeg: J.J. Fedorowicz Publishing Inc., 2001).
Karlheinz Miinch, The Combat History of German Heavy Anti-Tank Unit 653 in World
War II, (Mechanicsburg: Stackpole Books, 2005).

0Tjger Battalion 507, ed. Helmut Schneider, 13.

11 Christopher W. Wilbeck, Sledgehammers: Strengths and Flaws of Tiger Tank
Battalions in World War 11, (Bedford: The Aberjona Press, 2004).



action that the vehicle undertook, from 1942-1945. It also contains an excellent
examination of the doctrine used by the schwere Panzer Abteilung (heavy tank battalion)
during the war. Unlike the memoirs and unit histories Wilbeck places the Tigers’
engagements into a broader context, describing their impact on battles and campaigns
rather than leaving them in unconnected engagements presented without wider context.
While this addition describes the role of the Tigers in detail, it still does not place these
operations into the context of the wider war, making it difficult to assess the Tigers’
broader impact on the outcome of both individual operations and the war."?

The discussion of the German economy in the Second World War looms large
over the Tigers, though such tanks are rarely discussed within them. Among the most
prominent works in this regard are the memoirs of Albert Speer, the Minister of
Armaments from 1942-1945 and Adam Tooze’s The Wages of Destruction: The Making
and Breaking of the Nazi Economy." These accounts of the German war economy often
touch on the production of Armoured Fighting Vehicles (AFVs, this term encompasses
both tanks and other armoured vehicles such as tank destroyers) and even the Tiger itself.
They do not however, provide an in-depth examination of their production and their

position within the greater economy. This thesis will add to the literature surrounding the

12 Wilbeck, Sledgehammers, 173-175.

13 Albert Speer, Inside the Third Reich, translated by Richard and Clara Winston,
(Toronto: The Macmillan Company, 1970), 234, 241. Adam Tooze, The Wages of
Destruction: The Making and Breaking of the Nazi Economy, (New York: Penguin
Group, 2006). Bernhard R. Kroener, Rolf- Dieter Miiller, Hans Umbreit, Germany and
the Second World War, Volume V/I Organization and Mobilization of the German Sphere
of Power: Wartime Administration, Economy, and Manpower Resources 1939-1941,
translated by John Brownjohn et.al, (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 2000). Bernhard R.
Kroener, Rolf- Dieter Miiller, Hans Umbreit, Germany and the Second World War,
Volume V/II Organization and Mobilization of the German Sphere of Power: Wartime
Administration, Economy, and Manpower Resources 1942-1944/5, translated by Derry
Cook- Radmore et-al, (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 2003).



Tiger by placing its development and use within the context of Armoured Fighting
Vehicle (AFV) production and the wider wartime economy. These broader contextual
connections, paired with the development and operational history of the Tigers will show
that the tanks and their derivatives were developed and fielded even though they lacked a
firm doctrinal rationale and their combat performance could never help redress the
enormous economic imbalance under which the Germans fought the war, which points to
poor economic, political and military decision making, effecting not only the Tigers but
also the greater German war effort.

As the above brief survey of the historiography suggests, there is still a need to
provide a comprehensive examination of the Tigers that considers not only combat
performance or mechanical issues but both together as well as the previously neglected
economic elements of the vehicle’s story to create a full account of its history and fully
assess the value of the Tigers for the German war effort. The full assessment provided by
this thesis demonstrates that although there is certainly truth to the Tigers much vaunted
combat performance, this performance was overshadowed by their mechanical
unreliability and limited numbers as well as the fact that they were designed not to fill a
pressing doctrinal need but instead to satisfy Adolf Hitler. Consequently, the Tigers were
in no way capable of fulfilling the roles they were given in practice when they were used
in the second half of the war, at a time when the Heer did not have the resources to
employ them as designed. This study will cover the entire Tiger “Family”, which
includes not only the Tiger I and II, but also the specialized vehicles based on their
chassis, including the Ferdinand and Jagdtiger tank destroyers as well as the Sturmtiger,

an urban assault gun. It will do so both for the sake of completeness and because these



vehicles provide a number of parallels to the story of the tanks upon which they were
based even though their roles differed considerably.

In combat the Tigers were organized into schwere Panzer Abteilungen (heavy
tank battalions) rather than being added to the Panzer divisions (armoured divisions).
This decision was made both as a concession to low production numbers but also so that
the units could be shuffled around as needed to provide additional combat power to key
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During their combat service from September 1942 to May 1945, a number of
long-term trends with regards to the Tigers effectiveness emerged, the decline of the Heer
and the growing effectiveness of Allied anti-tank weapons and tactics. It also showed
their effectiveness and limitations in not only their intended role as breakthrough tanks
but also as defensive weapons as the Germans were forced onto the defensive across all
fronts from 1943 onwards.

The initial deployments of the Tigers in the Soviet Union in the fall 1942 and the
winter of 1943, as well as in North Africa in 1943, lead to the creation of the Tiger’s
legendary reputation with its armour and armament proving to be more than a match for
any Allied vehicle. However, these initial employments also demonstrated the vehicles
weaknesses, especially with regards to its lack of mechanical reliability and poor
mobility. In both North Africa and the Soviet Union, the Allies would capture Tigers,
paving the way for improved weapons and tactics to counter them in the battles to come,
leaving the Tigers with an all too brief moment of battlefield superiority.

Operation Zitadelle (Citadel), also known as the Battle of Kursk in July 1943, was
in theory at least, the Tiger’s greatest moment. The Tigers were to be employed as
intended in the breakthrough role, with all the supporting weapons the Germans could
muster. Unfortunately, extensive Soviet defences and a growing Soviet understanding of
the Tiger’s strengths and weaknesses, combined with more powerful anti-tank weapons

like the SU-152 “beast killer” self-propelled guns, allowed them to counter the Tigers’ far
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more effectively than they had at the beginning of year.'® The depth of the Soviet
positions also robbed the formations supporting the Tigers of the strength to exploit
whatever breakthroughs the Tigers were able to achieve.

Subsequent operations on the Eastern Front in 1943 and 1944, would see German
forces largely on the defensive. During this period the Tigers were not only used in
counter attacks, which was the intended defensive role for all Panzers, but also as
‘Korsettstange’ (Corset Stays). In this role the Tigers would occupy positions in the
Germans front line to support infantry divisions, which had neither the number nor
morale to hold their positions alone. While the Tigers would achieve some successes in
this period, with small numbers of well-handled Tigers defeating larger Soviet units, it
was generally a period that placed even more strain on the unreliable vehicle, than
previous offensive operations had, which ensured that their effectiveness was limited,
especially in the face of the overwhelming superiority of the Red Army.

The Normandy Campaign in the summer of 1944 would see the Tigers facing
many of the same problems they had faced in the Soviet Union, with the vehicles’ poor
mechanical reliability and the Allies’ material superiority limiting their effectiveness. It
would also see the introduction of the Tiger II and the Western Allies significantly
improved anti-tank capabilities, most famously with the Sherman Firefly, provided with

the high-velocity 17 Pounder anti-tank gun.'®

15 Alexander Hill, The Red Army and the Second World War, (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 2019), 440. Artem Drabkim, Panzer Killers: Anti-Tank Warfare on the
Eastern Front, translated by Stuart Britton, (Barnsely: Pen & Sword Books, 2013),
ebook, 352-353.

16 Stephen A. Hart, Sherman Firefly vs Tiger: Normandy, 1944, (London: Osprey
Publishing, 1997), 14-15, 24
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The operations of the Tiger II in Hungary from October 1944 to March 1945,
provided the vehicle with a much more effective showcase for its abilities, with its
improved armour and armament further contributing to the Tiger’s reputation as a
formidable opponent. That said, the vehicle did not improve upon the Tiger I’s poor
mobility and lack of reliability. Operations in Hungary also provided the Tigers with their
last victories, demonstrating that in the right circumstances, the Tigers could still be used
with great effectiveness, though Germany’s weakness and Soviet strength ensured that
those victories were few and very fleeting.

The combat experiences of the Tiger variants, the Ferdinand, Sturmtiger and
Jagdtiger bear many similarities to their better-known relations. Like the Tigers, they
suffered from poor mobility and reliability but it is in their combat performance where
there were some differences. The Ferdinands (renamed the Elefant or Elephant in 1944)
were the most successful but only when employed as long range tank destroyers.
Attempts to use them outside of this role, most famously in their first use which saw them
employed as assault guns during Operation Zitadelle proved that the vehicles were too
specialized to be employed in any way other than designed, a stark contrast to the relative
flexibility of the Tigers. The Sturmtiger and Jagdtiger also suffered significantly from
being overly specialized and their even greater weight (65 tons and 75 tons respectively)
severely limited their ability to be used as intended or otherwise which meant that they
enjoyed very little success and were easily the worst vehicles in the entire Tiger “family”.

Putting the different elements of the Tiger’s story together it is clear that the
vehicles were technically impressive and that their combat performance did sometimes

live up to their post- war reputation but overall the story is one of failure. The members
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of the Tiger “family” proved too complex to produce in large numbers and their
mechanical unreliability made a vehicle that already lacked a clear doctrinal role to fill
even less valuable when their high production costs and limited numbers are considered.
In the end whatever successes they did have were overshadowed by their weaknesses and
the weaknesses of the Heer as a whole as the war turned into one in which Germany’s

defeat was inevitable.
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Chapter 1: To Build or not to Build: The Development of the Tiger Tank

The Tiger I and II were remarkable creations, but what is more remarkable is that
they were ever built at all. Their development, and the development of other vehicles
based on their chassis, was a long and torturous one because of a vehicle selection system
that was extremely inefficient. It was marred by the lack of a clear role for a heavy tank,
and political interference in the designs and the development of vehicles that reflected the
personal whims of Adolf Hitler and a desire to have the biggest vehicles possible, even if
those vehicles had little operational value. These themes were present throughout the
development of the five vehicles that made up the Tiger “family” and each will be dealt
with separately, in chronological order. The creation of the Tiger I would see an
indecisive Heer spend seven years on numerous prototypes without result. Only with
Hitler’s intervention in 1941, was a clear design opted for. Hitler’s intervention proved
more curse than blessing, as his interference would continually lead to modification of
designs from the leading heavy tank designers, Henschel und Sohn and Dr. Ing.h.c
Porsche KG. Once Henschel won the production contract for the Tiger I, Porsche’s
design became the basis for the Ferdinand tank destroyer to fill the Heer’s insatiable need
for armoured vehicles. The final vehicle based on the Tiger I, the Sturmtiger, featured an
awe-inspiring 38cm rocket launcher but such a heavy vehicle was not really necessary for
urban combat, particularly when the Heer was on the defensive. Even before the Tiger |
entered service Hitler wanted a Tiger II with more armour and a more powerful gun,
despite the fact that there was no indication that the Tiger I would face any foe that it
could not destroy. The Jagdtiger, based on the Tiger II’s chassis was, like the Sturmtiger

a testament to the trend Hitler had established to create vehicles that were bigger and
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better than any conceivable rival even though the vehicle had little to offer a resource
strapped army.

Plotting the “family tree” of the Tiger means starting with the first German tanks
produced after World War One. In 1925, the Reichswaffenamt (Army Weapons Office),
of the Reichswehr, the Weimar era German army, commissioned Daimler Benz AG,
Rheinmetall AG and Fredrich Krupp Grusonwerk AG to each design the first German
tanks built since 1918. These vehicles were referred to as the Grosstraktor (heavy
tractor), in an effort to convince Allied inspectors looking at company records that the
Germans were not defying the Treaty of Versailles by building tanks. Any inspector that
saw these tractors for themselves would have had no illusions as to their actual purpose,
as tractors usually did not weigh 16 tons and most certainly did not have 14mm of armour
and a turret sporting a 7.5cm gun. The Grosstraktor was intended to act as infantry
support tanks while the Leichtetraktor (light tractor), which was commissioned in 1928,
were to be tank killers.'” In 1929, as the vehicles were being developed, the
Reichswaffenamt called for a heavier infantry support tank sporting multiple turrets,
imitating the British Vickers A1E1 Independent of 1926 to support them. Rheinmetall
would complete two prototypes in 1934, with a further three production vehicles finished
in 1935. Since it was being produced at a time when the Nazis were still pretending to
abide by the Treaty of Versailles it was christened Neubaufahrzeug (New Construction
Vehicle). The 23-ton vehicle retained the 14mm of armour found on the Grosstraktor, but

featured three turrets. In the central turret a 7.5cm gun was fitted along with a coaxial

17 James S. Corum, The Roots of Blitzkrieg: Hans von Seeckt and German Military
Reform, (Lawrence: University of Kansas Press, 1992), 112-114.
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3.7cm gun. Two other turrets, one in front of and the other behind the central one, were
fitted with machine guns. Once these vehicles were completed, interest in the venture
quickly waned as the Germans discovered the same faults with multi-turreted tanks that
other powers either had or would discover. Vehicles of this type proved to be impossible
for commanders to coordinate effectively as managing the fire of multiple turrets proved
impossible. As a result the Neubaufahrzeug was relegated to propaganda duties, with one
exception. In April 1940, the three production vehicles were assigned to Panzer
Abteilung zbV 40 (zur besonderen Verwendung, for special purpose) for operations in
Norway. In their one and only combat use one of the vehicles was destroyed. After this
use they were scrapped.'®

Despite the inauspicious life of the Neubaufahrzeug, interest in a heavy tank, both
in infantry support and anti-tank roles, continued. In 1935, as the Neubaufahrzeug left
Rheinmetall, the life of the Tiger was beginning. On October 30", General Liese, head of
the Heers Waffenamt (Army Weapons Office, renamed to reflect the change in name
instituted by the Nazis) authored a report on Offensive Abwehr von Panzerwagen
(Offensive defence of tanks). This report called for a 30-ton tank mounting a high
velocity 7.5cm gun, with over 20mm of armour to counter heavy French tanks of the
period. This included the Char 2C, a 76-ton tank with 45mm of armour and a 75mm gun,

developed by the French in 1917 and the heaviest tank in world at the time."

18 Peter Chamberlin, and Hilary L. Doyle, Encyclopedia of German Tanks of World War
Two: A Complete Illustrated Directory of German Battle Tanks, Armored Cars, Self-
Propelled Guns and Semi- Tracked Vehicles, 1933-1945, (London: Arms and Armour
Press, 1993), 147. von Senger and Etterlin, German Tanks of World War II: The
Complete Illustrated History of German Armoured Fighting Vehicles 1926-1945, 108.

19 Jentz and Doyle, Germany’s Tiger Tanks: D.W. to Tiger I, 9.
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This hypothetical heavy tank posed some engineering problems from the start. It
would have been considerably heavier than any other tank the Germans had produced up
to that point. Their heaviest tank in production in 1935, the Panzer II, was a light tank of
just 8.9 tons and the heavier Panzer I1I and Panzer IV’s, weighing 16 and 17 tons
respectively were still in development and would not be ready for testing for another
year.”’ Given this much greater weight there were concerns over the sort of engine
needed to move this vehicle. In October and December, representatives of the Waffenamt
met with Dr. Maybach of Maybach Motorenbau GmbH (Maybach Engine Construction
Company). Maybach was already providing the rest of the German tanks with their
engines and the Waffenamt wanted a 700-horsepower V12 engine for this proposed heavy
tank. Such an engine was deemed by the company’s engineers to be impossible, but a
longer sixteen-cylinder engine was deemed feasible, although this engine would add an
additional half-meter to the tanks length. This additional length would also increase the
weight, thus removing any horsepower advantage from the engine. While Maybach
would eventually supply 700-horsepower engines for the Tigers, producing such an
engine was beyond the firm’s capabilities at the time.”'

Without an engine, the Waffenamt abandoned the idea of a heavy tank but not for
long. In January of 1937, Wa Priif (Armaments Department) 6, the agency responsible for
the design of tanks for the Waffenamt approached Henschel und Sohn (Henschel and Son)
to develop a 30-ton tank. They had previously been one of the manufacturers of the

Panzer I, and were also prominent manufactures of locomotives. This prior experience

20 Bryan Perrett, Panzerkampfwagen IV Medium Tank 1936-45, (London: Osprey
Publishing, 2001), 4-5.
21 Jentz, and Doyle, Germany’s Tiger Tanks: D.W. to Tiger I, 9.
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with both tanks and heavy steel locomotives made them ideal as the designers of a heavy
tank. As in the 1935 proposal, this tank was to mount a 7.5cm gun in a turret to be
provided by the famed German gun manufacturer Fredrich Krupp Grusonwerk AG. Since
this vehicle was formally tendered to a company for construction, it was graced with a
name, the Begleitwagen (verstdirk) (Escort Vehicle, strengthened). Begleitwagen was the
same designation given to the Panzer IV when that tank had been in development,
implying a similar role of infantry support but verstdrkt denoted a more heavily armoured
vehicle. This name would not be used for long, as on March 12" 1937, it was renamed to
the Durchbruchswagen (Breakthrough Vehicle) or DW, reflecting its new role. With this
third tank, the Panzer divisions would have the two faster tanks, the Panzer III and IV,
optimized for the destruction of enemy tanks and infantry support respectively, while the
DW would facilitate the breakthrough, taking full advantage of its heavier armour in the
process, allowing the other two to surge through the hole blasted in the enemy’s
defences.”

To perform this role, the DW was to mount the Krupp made 7.5cm Kwk L/24
(Kwk or Kampfwagenkanone, Fighting Vehicle Gun was the designation for a tank gun,
while the L represented the length of the barrel), the same gun mounted on the Panzer IV.
This was a sensible decision as the tanks support roles made the short-barreled, lower
velocity gun more useful than the higher velocity 3.7cm gun on the Panzer III. It would
also have 50mm of hull armour, a significant improvement over the 15mm of hull armour

on the Panzer III and IV.?

22 Jentz, and Doyle, Germany’s Tiger Tanks: D.W. to Tiger I, 10.
23 Ibid, 10-11.
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Once the DW design had been finalized, in 1938, Henschel had the design
approved by the Waffenamt which gave it the designation VK 30.01 (VK, Versuchs
Kraftfahrzeug, Experimental vehicle). The first pair of numbers referred to the intended
weight, while the second two designated different prototypes). VK 30.01 would come to
weigh 32 tons but otherwise had the same attributes as the DW, with only one other
substantial difference. VK 30.01 would be the first Henschel tank designed with
interleaved road wheels, rather than the five separated road wheels used on the DW. This
style of road wheels would become standard not only for the Tigers but also the majority
of mid-to-late war German armoured vehicles. This style of road wheels was used as it
better distributed the weight of the vehicle across the length of the tracks, which made it
easier for the tracks and the suspension to bear the vehicles weight. It also had the effect
of making the vehicle less likely to bog down as the larger surface area of the wheels
spread the weight out more (though the fact that the Tigers would eventually weigh over
fifty tons negated this advantage).”* The problem with this system was that changing
interleaved road wheels was incredibly time consuming. On the Tiger I it would require
between twelve and twenty four hours to effect repairs depending on the severity of the

25
damage.

24 Jentz, and Doyle, Germany’s Tiger Tanks: D.W. to Tiger I, 10-11.
25 Lochmann et.al, The Combat History of the German Tiger Tank Battalion 503 in
World War Two, ebook, 120.
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A Tiger of schwere Panzer Abteilung 508 undergoes
track repair in Italy, showcasing the burden of repairing
the Tigers running gear (Bundesarchiv Bild 1011-310-
0899-15

Beginning in June of 1939, the Waffenamt asked Krupp to design a turret to take a
10.5cm gun and in mid 1940, Henschel was ordered to build a tank to mount this turret.
Since VK 30.01 was too small for this task, a larger vehicle, christened VK 36.01 was
created. This new tank was to feature 80mm of armour on its front plate, with 50mm on
the sides and rear. The decision to abandon VK 30.01 in favor of VK 36.01 was based in
part on experience gained in Poland and France, which indicated that the 7.5cm guns
available would not be adequate for the breakthrough role. The 10.5cm gun could
certainly be used to great effect against enemy tanks, but as a comparatively low velocity
gun, the inclusion of this artillery piece as the tanks main armament suggested that
destruction of fortifications was the main role of VK 36.01.%

As the first hulls for VK 30.01 were being built and the Waffenamt was calling

for a 10.5cm gun to smash enemy fortifications, another company was working on a

heavy tank designed for a very different role. Dr. Ferdinand Porsche of Dr.Ing.h.c

26 Jentz, and Doyle, Germany’s Tiger Tanks: D.W. to Tiger I, 17-18.
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Porsche KG had a reputation as a carmaker. This unpromising resume obscured
Porsche’s earlier tank experience. While working at Daimler he was the chief designer
and project supervisor for that company’s Grosstraktor, making Porsche a man with
significant knowledge of tank design. He was convinced that he could not only build a
heavy tank but a vastly superior one. It was the power plant -a pair of gas engines-
which would each power an electrical generator to propel the tank, which would make it
superior to the single gas engine used on the Henschel vehicle.*’ This 30 ton tank, known
internally as the Type 100, was soon under development. Owing to its dual engine design
-which occupied a considerable amount of space in the rear of the vehicle -it had an
unconventional layout with the turret located not in the center of the vehicle as was the
norm for German tanks but much further forward, giving the Porsche design a distinctive
look. By April of 1941, Krupp would be awarded a contract to provide a turret for Type
100 sporting the 8.8cm Kwk L/56, a tank gun based on the company’s 8.8cm Flak 36 anti
aircraft gun of the same caliber.”®

While no turrets and only one hull for the Type 100 were ever completed, it never
the less marks the introduction of the “damned 88’s”, as the Allies called them, to the
Tiger’s story.” While the weapons fearsome reputation was largely made later in the war,
by April of 1941, it was already a well-established tank killer. During the conquest of

France the previous year, the Flak gun had proven itself during the Battle of Arras on the
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21% of May when even the 60mm of frontal armour on the Matilda I and 78mm of frontal
armour on the Matilda II could not withstand the Flak guns fire.*

The conflicting designs from Henschel and Porsche in this period speaks to an
army that had no clear intended role for a heavy tank. Henschel’s designs were intended
for infantry support, with either the 7.5cm Kwk L/24 of VK 30.01 or the 10.5cm gun of
VK36.01. By contrast, the high velocity 8.8 cm Kwk L/56 gun to be mounted to
Porsche’s Type 100 -a gun that was best suited to an anti-armour role (though it did have
an excellent high explosive round -which gave the gun a great deal of flexibility in terms
of use), suggested a vehicle designed more explicitly as a tank killer.

Clarity about the main role of Germany’s heavy tank was not obtained until May
26™ 1941. On this date Hitler would outline his requirements for a heavy tank, finally
committing the Waffenamt to a single set of design priorities.”’ After reviewing the
vehicles then in development Hitler ordered that any new heavy tank would be used in a
spearhead role and must have a gun with greater penetration capability and heavier
armour than previous tanks.>> These design parameters would allow the new heavy tank
to deal not only with the British Matildas encountered in France but also Soviet heavy
tanks and the T-34, which had been identified and described in detail by German

intelligence in December 1940.> The 8.8cm Kwk L56 to be mounted on the Type 100
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was considered acceptable, but Hitler also wanted to explore the possibility of fitting a
version of the Flak 41, a higher velocity 8.8cm gun designed by Rheinmetall-Borsig
(Rheinmetall acquired August Borsig GmbH in 1933 and changed its name to
Rheinmetall-Borsig AG in 1936). Henschel’s VK 36.01 was to be redesigned to mount
the Waffe 0725, a tapered bore gun. This gun was similar to the Pak 41, a gun with a
75mm breech that narrowed to 55mm at the muzzle. By squeezing the projectile down
the barrel it would gain greater velocity and thus penetration while requiring lighter
projectiles. There was one major problem, as this ammunition required Tungsten and all
of Germany’s supplies of this rare metal came from neutral Spain and Sweden.
Consequently, Hitler ordered that the gun only be used if sufficient Tungsten was
available for mass production.’* Hitler also decreed that both tanks should have 100mm
of frontal armour and be ready for testing by the spring of 1942.> At this point the
parameters for Germany’s heavy tanks had been finalized at last, creating a fusion of the
breakthrough oriented VK 36.01 and Porsche’s tank killing Type 100.

Fulfilling Hitler’s requirements meant that both companies had to modify their
designs to accommodate the armour and weapons required and quickly, as the final date
for submission of the new designs was April 20" 1942, Hitler’s Birthday, less than a
year away. Porsche’s new design, which the Waffenamt dubbed VK 45.01 (P) and which

the company christened the Type 101 received the 100mm of frontal armour called for by
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Hitler.*® Visually the tank was identical to the Type 100, even inheriting the earlier tanks
turret, as Porsche and Krupp concluded by September of 1941 that the turret ring was too
small to allow the Flak 41 to be mounted. This fact saved Krupp from the embarrassment
of having to mount Rheinmetall-Borsig’s gun in their turret, allowing the company to
retain its virtual monopoly on tank guns.”’

Henschel’s entry, VK 45.01 (H) underwent a similar process, with the new
vehicle retaining the final drives, suspension, steering gear and the interleaved road
wheels of VK36.01- a valuable addition given the tight time frame the company was
working under. As with the Porsche tank, the weight of the vehicle increased
significantly to 56 tons in order to accommodate the increased armour. The most
substantial change would come in September of 1941, as Henschel, like Porsche was
forced to reconsider their armament. Fritz Todt, Reichminster fiir Bewaffnung und
Munition (Minister for Armaments and Munitions) had concluded in July of 1941 that,
out of a stockpile of 700 tons of Tungsten available, only 260 tons could be allocated for
weapons, with the rest required for tool steel. As each 0725 shell required a kilogram of
Tungsten, the Waffe 0725 was not feasible. Henschel and the Waffenamt remained
wedded to the Waffe 0725, nevertheless. Hitler had to intervene personally, so that they
would accept that the weapon was impossible to use, refuting the common trope that
“Hitler was solely responsible for the technical dead ends that plagued the armoured

forces during the war’s second half”.”® With their desired turret unavailable and time
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running short, Henschel modified VK 45.01 (H) to accept the same Krupp turret, with the
8.8 cm Kwk 36 L/56 gun as the Porsche tank.*

With only eleven months to complete the vehicles, it is a testament to the skill of
Porsche and Henschel’s engineers that they were able to redesign their vehicles to
accommodate Hitler’s wishes. In their initial tests before the Fiihrer on April 20th, 1942,
no clear winner could be determined and both vehicles showed the strain of their rushed
production. They both broke down repeatedly and during a speed test in which the
Porsche tank reached fifty kilometers an hour and the Henschel forty-five, the latter
vehicles engine temperature was so high that the company’s engineers feared it would
burst into flames. Thankfully it did not and the vehicle went on to prove its superior
maneuverability.*” Despite the inconclusive results of the initial testing both companies
would hand over their vehicles to the Waffenamt for further testing in July. In these tests
the Henschel vehicle proved to be superior, especially as the Porsche tank frequently
bogged down and broke down.”!

Henschel may have emerged victorious but Hitler continued to have an interest in
the Porsche vehicle. His interest, combined with the fact that the company had already
contracted for 100 of the vehicles to be produced, led to a desire to find a role for them.
As the Porsche vehicles were air-cooled, Hitler decided in the summer of 1942 that they

should be sent to North Africa, though events overtook this plan and none were ever
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dispatched.*” As the negative reports about the Porsche Tiger piled up, Hitler’s
confidence in the vehicle began to wane. Since 100 vehicles were already being
manufactured, and with Hitler’s regard for Porsche, a cost and face saving measure was
required. On the 2™ of September 1942 Hitler declared that the Porsche tanks were to be
converted into tank destroyers. At this point Henschel had, for all intents and purposes
won, but a formal decision was still considered necessary, to placate Porsche. So, in
October of 1942, Reichminster fiir Bewaffnung und Munition Albert Speer (who replaced
Todt after his death in February 1942), would create a Tiger Commission. After meeting
from the 26™ to the 31* the commission became the second and final organization to
endorse the Henschel vehicle, as the Tiger. The next month production, of the Porsche
Tiger was halted, as it was at this point that the hulls had been completed and were ready
for conversion.*

Thus ended the basic development of the Tiger I. The numerous proposed
vehicles and prototypes that preceded it were a testament to an army that struggled to
define a clear role and attributes for a heavy tank. Only Hitler’s authority could end this
uncertainty but as Hitler giveth, Hitler taketh away and he injected more uncertainty into
the proceedings as Henschel and Porsche vied for the Tiger contract. His clear preference
for the Porsche vehicle meant that the final decision was delayed for months. Only the
many failings of the Porsche vehicle and the early availability of the Henschel vehicle

prevented the process from being dragged out further.
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At the September 2nd 1942 meeting where the Porsche Tank was ordered to be
converted into a tank destroyer, Hitler called for some changes to the vehicle. He wanted
200mm of frontal armour, and the mounting of Rheinmetall-Borsig’s Flak 41, the gun
Hitler had wanted to be fitted to the Tiger I. Krupp would provide this in the form of the
8.8 cm Pak (Panzerabwehrkanone, Anti-tank gun) 43 L/71 in March 1943 (the tank gun
version of this weapon would be fitted to the Tiger II).** This gun had a higher velocity
than the 8.8cm Kwk L/56, allowing it to penetrate the frontal armour on a T-34 from over
three and half kilometers, rather than the one and half kilometers possible with the earlier
gun.” Fulfilling Hitler’s orders would require the work of three firms, Alkett,
Nibelungenwerk and Eisenwerk Oberdonau. Design of the vehicle would go to Alkett
(Altmdrkische Kettenwerk GmbH) of Berlin. This firm had extensive experience with
tank destroyers and assault guns, having been the primary manufacturer of the StuG III
since 1940.* To accommodate the much larger gun the vehicle was designed as a
casemate tank destroyer, with the gun mounted in a non-rotating fighting compartment.
While this design decision limited the vehicle flexibility, as the entire vehicle would need
to turn to traverse the gun outside of a limited degree of rotation allowed by its mounting,
this decision allowed the vehicle to be produced more quickly and mounting a larger gun
unencumbered by the additional machinery needed for a turret. For balance, the fighting
compartment was placed over the rear of the vehicle, with the gun extending out over the

front of the hull. Nibelungenwerk in St. Valentin Austria, had been awarded the original
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Porsche contract and had completed the vehicles hulls and running gear, which were to
be retained in the new vehicle. These hulls would need to be reconfigured before being
used as the original vehicle had the engines and electrical generators mounted in the rear
of the vehicle. To make room for the new fighting compartment, the engine compartment
was moved forward into the middle of the vehicle.

This work was completed by Eisenwerk Oberdonau, a steel works in Linz, near
the Nibelungenwerk. Once the hulls had been modified, they were initially to be sent to
Alkett for final assembly but Speer ordered them to be returned to Nibelungenwerk in
February 1943 to simplify production. The 200mm armour thickness was achieved by
adding another 100mm armour plate onto the hull’s original 100mm thick front plate.
This addition, along with the new gun and the new fighting compartment gave the vehicle
a weight of 68.5 tons.*” On February 6™, 1943, during a Fiihrer conference the name
Ferdinand was chosen for the vehicle, to acknowledge Dr. Porsche’s contributions.*®

The development of the Ferdinand certainly reflected a desire on the part of Hitler
to compensate Porsche for the loss of the Tiger contract but there were other factors
involved in making their conversion an attractive prospect. Normally when a vehicle was
not accepted, any completed prototypes, even if they were only finished chassis were
retained, either by the company for testing or by the Heer for training purposes. Porsche

kept the sole Type 100 chassis for testing purposes, especially for insights into air-cooled
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tank engines.* Henschel’s VK 36.01 prototype had a similar fate, being given to
Maybach for engine trials.”® With the very limited production of these failed prototypes,
retaining them as training or test vehicles made sense, to avoid wasting material and with
the possibility of gleaning valuable insights for future production vehicles. When more
vehicles were finished before production was halted, however their fates became more
varied. Henschel’s VK 30.01 had eight hulls finished by July 1940, before production
was halted in favor of the heavier VK 36.01.>' One of the hulls remained at Henschel as a
test vehicle, while another five were used as training vehicles. Two were handed over to
Rheinmetall-Borsig, which lengthened the chassis and fitted them with a
12.8cm L/61 gun. These vehicles, named the Sturer Emil, were test beds for the mounting
of 12.8cm guns and would go on to see service on the Eastern Front. One was destroyed
in 1942 and the other was captured.’> The two VK 30.01 hulls converted into the Sturer
Emil would be the only of the Tiger’s predecessors from Henschel to see combat service.
These precedents were of little use in the case of the VK 45.01 (P), as Porsche had
produced a hundred vehicles and since the Porsche’s dual engine, electrical generator
powertrain was unique amongst German tanks it was of dubious value as a training
vehicle, so another role needed to be found. Their conversion into tank destroyers was
best available option because, by time development started in September of 1942, it was
clear that the war would last for at least one more year, if not more and that Germany was
being out produced by her many enemies. That year Germany would produce 6,094

AFVs, while Great Britain, the United States and the Soviet Union produced a combined
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60,364 AFVs.” Thus the potential for 90 new tank destroyers (the other ten were finished
to the original VK.45.01 (P) specifications and were used mostly for testing and training
purposes) was not something that could be passed up. As Generaloberst (Colonel
General) Heinz Guderian put it after inspecting the finished vehicles in May 1943, before
their first use during Operation Zitadelle in July, “I also had to use it, even though from a
technical standpoint, I could not share Hitler’s enthusiasm over the creations of his
favorite Porsche”.*

After the development of the Ferdinand there would be a final vehicle connected
to the Tiger I, the 38cm Sturmmorserwagen (Assault Mortar vehicle), better known as the
Sturmtiger. This vehicle emerged from an August 5™ 1943 meeting where Hitler agreed
to create a “Tiger Mortar”. It would be a heavy assault gun, with the armour and
armament to support infantry in urban environments.”> Two previous vehicles had
already been built along the same lines. Sturminfantriegeschiitze 33B (Infantry Assault
Gun) developed in the fall of 1942, which a modification of the StuG III, mounting the
15cm sIG 33 howitzer. Mounting such a weapon was intended to give the StuG greater
firepower when fighting in urban environments. This focus was the result of the ongoing
battle of Stalingrad, where the majority of these vehicles were used and lost.”® A second
vehicle, the Sturmpanzer (Assault Tank) was developed in the same period, using the

Panzer IV’s hull and sported a short-barreled 15cm StuH 43 L/12 gun in a ball mount, a

weapon using the same shell as the 15¢m sIG 33.”
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While both of these vehicles had served fairly well, the Sturmtiger was born out
of a belief that these previous vehicles were not sufficiently armoured for close-range
engagements in urban environments and that the gun should be capable of toppling
buildings with a single round. Given that by this time the Germans were increasingly on
the defensive, the wisdom of constructing such a vehicle was in doubt. The fact that
production was pursued, despite Germany’s reversal of fortune reflects a sense of
desperate optimism that Hitler insisted upon until the war’s end.

To actually create this vehicle Alkett was given eighteen Tiger I hulls in 1944.
These were recycled hulls, remnants of tanks that were so badly damaged that they had
been returned to Germany for repair or scrapping. This decision was not an effort at
recycling per se, but was done at the behest of the army, which was extremely reluctant to
give up any of the Tiger’s production for the project. Alkett built a superstructure atop
them, with a 150mm thick front plate, creating a 65-ton vehicle. The gun was the 38cm
Raketenwerfer (Rocket Launcher) 61 L/5.4. This weapon, originally designed for the
German Navy as a depth charge launcher was more than powerful enough to level
virtually any building it hit. The rounds though, were so large that only twelve rounds
could be carried and the vehicle had to have a crane attached to the engine deck to
facilitate its resupply. This was not considered a serious drawback given the nature of the
vehicle’s task, as it was unlikely to venture far from its supply base unlike a conventional
tank.”® The Sturmtiger was the most exotic of the Tiger variants, although far from the

most useful.
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Turning now to the development of the Tiger 11, it is necessary to return to the
summer of 1941. As discussed previously, the May 26™ 1941 meeting between Hitler
and senior officials in the armaments industry had seen Hitler’s requirements for a heavy
tank outlined, requirements that led to the production of the Tiger I. The invasion of the
Soviet Union, less than a month after this meeting would help to spur the development of
another heavy tank, which would become the Tiger II.

On June 22™, 1941 Germany invaded the Soviet Union in Operation Barbarossa.
Soon after, the Germans began to encounter two new Soviet tanks, the T-34 medium and
the KV-1 heavy tank. These vehicles were superior in armour and armament to the tanks
the Germans possessed. Oberkommando des Heers (OKH, Army High Command) had
been aware of the T-34 since the previous December but had no knowledge of the KV-1
prior to the invasion. Even the knowledge of the T-34 had not filtered down to the
ordinary Landser (A nickname for German infantrymen) or Panzermann (Panzer soldier)
prior to the invasion.>”

Encounters with the KV-1 and the T-34 demonstrated the shortcomings of
German tank weapons in dramatic fashion. The 6™ Panzer Division would encounter
KV-1s during its defence of Raseinai on the 24™ of June. A lone KV-1 broke through the
division’s lines and sat astride the road that was the division’s sole supply line. The 3™
Battery of Panzerjdger (Anti tank) Battalion 41 arrived with the new Scm Pak 38 guns.
After scoring eight hits at 600 meters, the KV-1 responded, destroying two of the guns

and badly damaging two others. As one of division’s officers, Erhard Raus recalled,
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“Deeply depressed, Lieutenant Wegenroth returned to the bridgehead with his soldiers.
His newly introduced weapon, in which he had felt absolute confidence, had proven
completely inadequate against the monster tank”.*

An effort to destroy the Soviet tank using a nighttime attack by engineers with
satchel charges failed and the next day an 8.8cm Flak was brought in, with cover
provided by the fire of the 35(t)s. Even this heavy weapon proved insufficient and the
crew was finally dispatched by a grenade lobbed through the hatch. Once the crew had
been removed from the vehicle and buried with full honours befitting their dogged
defiance of an entire division their battered tank was inspected. Only two penetrating hits
were found, unsurprisingly both were from the 8.8cm Flak. What was surprising was that
five of the rounds had failed to penetrate, leaving deep gouges in the armour. Eight “blue
spots” marked the impacts of the 5cm Pak rounds. The engineer’s charges had damaged
one of the tracks and had left a “slight dent in the gun barrel”. Most frightening of all was
the fact that no trace of any of the 3.7cm rounds fired by the 35(t)s could be found.®'

Encounters like these eroded the confidence that many German tankers had in
their tanks and more specifically their guns. Gefreiter (Corporal) Robert Ponsgen of the
9" Panzer Division, a loader in a Panzer I1T with the 5cm Kwk 38 L/42, the best tank gun
available for most of 1941, said that this tank was “popularly and properly known as the
army doorknocker”.®> Comments like these would spur the development of longer

barreled and higher velocity guns for the Panzer III and Panzer IV. In December of 1941
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the first of these, the Panzer Il ausf J with the 5cm Kwk 39 L/60 came into service.* In
early 1942, the Panzer IV ausf F2 would follow, equipped with a 7.5cm Kwk 40 L/43
gun.**

These improvements would do much to restore the confidence of the average
Landser and Panzermann. They would also impact the nascent Tiger. Experience reports
coming back from the front lines reinforced the wisdom of developing a heavy tank to
deal with the KV-1, something that VK45.01 (P) and VK45.01 (H) could do thanks to the
armour and armament outlined in May. Even though Hitler’s requirements for the Tiger
had provided a vehicle that could take on the new Soviet tanks, he was not entirely
satisfied and would begin to call for a higher performance weapon by September 1941.
The change in Hitler’s views resulted from consideration of a number of different factors.
One was that while the Flak 37 had performed very well against the new Soviet tanks,
there were exceptions, including the decidedly mixed performance of the gun noted by
Raus. It was however Hitler’s personal philosophy of tank design that would prove to be
a decisive factor. After the appearance of the T-34, the initial plan proposed was to either
copy the T-34 wholesale or produce a vehicle that could outmaneuver the Soviet tank.
Neither solution satisfied Hitler, who had determined that it was not speed and
maneuverability that were decisive, but rather armour and armament. In his memoir,
Albert Speer recalled that Hitler’s favorite way to describe this philosophy was to use the
analogy of warships:

In a naval battle the side having the greater range can open fire at the greater

distance. Even if it is only half a mile. If along with this he has stronger armour...
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He must necessarily be superior. What are you after? The faster ship has only one
advantage: to utilize its greater speed for retreating. Do you mean to say a ship
can possibly overcome heavier armour and superior artillery by greater speed? It’s
exactly the same for tanks. Your faster tank has to avoid meeting the heavier
tank.®
With such a philosophy Hitler was dissatisfied with the attributes of the Tiger I
and would call for a more heavily armed and armoured version in keeping with his
beliefs. As discussed previously, by September of 1941, Porsche and Krupp had already
informed the Waffenamt that there was no way to fit the Flak 41 into the Tiger I turret.
The Flak 41 not only required a larger gun mount, but the engineers also needed to find
ways to balance this larger, longer weapon, protect the recoil cylinders, traverse the gun
and find space in the turret to handle the larger projectiles. These problems proved to be
insurmountable given the space available in the VK 45.01 vehicles.*® Hitler, being Hitler
was not satisfied with this answer and pressured Fritz Todt to get the Flak 41 into the
Tiger. The letter that Todt sent to General Emil Leeb, the head of the Waffenamt, on
September 23™, 1941 is an excellent example of the pressure Hitler was exerting to
achieve this dream:
I must inform you that every time I see Hitler, he repeatedly asks if in reality the
highly effective Flak 41 will be installed...Hitler does not feel confident that
another 88 mm gun design can be used instead of the Flak 41. Hitler wants the
Flak 41 installed in the new heavy panzer without any degrading modifications. I

bring to your attention today that we will have to expect the strongest objections
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from Hitler if one day during the first demonstration, the Panzer has a gun other

than the Flak 41.%

With this, less than subtle encouragement, the Waffenamt would turn to Porsche
and Henschel to begin to develop a tank that would mount a tank gun based on the Flak
41. Porsche was the first to respond in January of 1942. Their vehicle, known internally
as the Type 180 and as VK.45.02 (P) by the Waffenamt, was effectively an enlarged VK
45.01 (P). It would retain the engine and suspension of the earlier vehicle, with the only
major changes being the new turret, which was to be another Krupp design, featuring a
rounded front plate and a modification to the armour. Instead of the 100mm vertical plate
of frontal armour found on VK 45.01 (P). VK 45.02 (P) would feature a 55 degree angled
plate of 80mm. This change in the armour layout was inspired by Porsche’s knowledge of
the designs being submitted for VK 30.01, which would become the Panther because he
was the head of the Panzerkommission, that was overseeing the design of German tanks
at the time."®

While Porsche was developing VK 45.02 (P), Henschel lagged behind, only
staring work on their VK 45.02 (H) in April of 1942. This delay was owed to the
continued work on VK 36.01, which was halted only in March of 1942 with one hull
finished for testing purposes and the work on VK 45.01 (H). These delays would affect
VK 45.02 (H), which never progressed past a few drawings, and the company abandoned
the project quickly. In November work on VK 45.03 began, a more serious effort by
Henschel to develop a new heavy tank. The new tank was to retain the suspension and

drive train of VK 45.01 (H). Like the Porsche vehicle, VK 45.03 would feature a new
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turret from Krupp, this time a unique design featuring a flat front plate. Henschel would
also follow Porsche’s lead and slope the front armour on the tanks hull to 50 degrees
while retaining the 100mm thick plates found on their previous vehicle.”

As Henschel began to work on their second attempt to create a new heavy tank
Porsche was well on its way to exiting the competition, as it lacked a viable engine. To
power the 65-ton vehicle, Porsche designed a power plant similar to that seen on
VK 45.01 (P) with two Porsche Type 101/3 10 cylinder engines connected to a pair of
electrical generators, which would in turn power two electrical motors, each connected to
a drive sprocket. These engines proved to be insufficiently powerful to propel the tank
and so in October of 1942, Porsche would begin design work on five different engines in
an effort to extract as much horsepower as possible. Just one month later Porsche was
forced to concede that none of his company’s engines would be sufficiently powerful to
propel the tank and contracts placed with Krupp to provide turrets and armour plate were
cancelled, as were contracts with Nibelungenwerk. Ferdinand Porsche’s efforts to build a
heavy tank had ended unceremoniously and the only company left who could fulfill
Hitler’s wishes was Henschel.”

Before Henschel could provide Hitler with a new heavy tank, he once again
changed its specifications. During a conference with Speer on January 3™, 1943 Hitler
decided that while he was satisfied with the longer 8.8cm gun being developed by Krupp,
he was dissatisfied with the 100mm front plate that Henschel was proposing for VK
45.03 and instead wanted a 150mm front plate In keeping with Hitler’s wishes the plans

for VK 45.03 were duly modified to accommodate a 150mm thick front plate, sloped at
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50 degrees. This change would add 1760 kilograms to the tanks weight, helping to turn
what was to be a 45 ton vehicle into a 68 ton vehicle.”'

It is a testament to Hitler’s fixation on a replacement for the Tiger I that this
discussion was taking place just six months after the Tiger’s operational debut. At this
point only 111 Tiger Is had been built and just two units, schwere Panzer Abteilung 502
and 503 had been using them in the field. The limited experience of these units had been
sufficient to demonstrate the vehicles strengths, especially in the areas of armour and
armament. Erhard Raus would recall that after the Tigers were introduced German troops
would remark, “the T-34 tips it’s hat whenever it meets the Tiger”, a reference to the
ability of the 8.8cm Kwk 36 L56 guns to blow the turrets off of T-34s, something that
could be done at ranges of over a kilometer.”> The armour too had been well proven at
this point. Richard von Rosen, described the Tiger’s armour as “almost a life
assurance”.” This was a far cry from the way Otto Carius would describe the armour on
his first tank, a Panzer 38(t), “[it] would only serve as moral support. If necessary, it
would stop small arms fire”.”* Despite these endorsements, Hitler remained fixated on the
purely hypothetical Tiger II. Guderian would recall that Hitler would nominally concede
to the experts, including himself, that armour was a secondary consideration, with
armament and speed being the first and second considerations in tank design, “but he was
a paradoxical man, and he continued to insist that heavy armour was also a primary

requirement”.” This fixation on armour would not stop with the Tiger II but would last

71 Jentz and Doyle, Germany’s Tiger Tanks: VK45.02 to Tiger II, 18.

72 Jentz, and Doyle, Tiger I: Heavy Tank 1942-1945, 20. Raus, Panzer Operations, 191.
73 von Rosen, Panzer Ace, ebook, 378.

74 Carius, Tigers in the Mud, 3.

75 Guderian, Panzer Leader, 217.



39

until the end of the war, becoming in Guderian’s words, “[a] fantasy [which] led him into
the realms of the gigantic”, culminating in the Panzer VII, known as the Maus (Mouse,
the name was deliberately ironic), which sported a 12.8cm gun and 200mm of frontal
armour. At 188 tons there was not a single bridge in Europe it could cross and remains
the heaviest tank ever built. Only two prototypes were finished before the end of the war,
making it the largest monument to Hitler’s obsession with heavy tanks.”® The Tiger I, at
a mere 68 tons, was at least a more practical vehicle, though hardly less of a reminder of
Hitler’s technical folly.

In February 1943 Krupp would receive the contract to build the long 8.8cm gun
Hitler had so long desired. The 8.8 Kwk 43 L/71 shared the performance of Rheinmetall-
Borsig’s Flak 41, with both guns being capable of penetrating 148mm of armour at
1500m but nothing else. Krupp’s gun was shorter, at 62.98cm than Rheinmetall-Borsig’s
65.48cm gun. The two guns were further differentiated by Krupp’s inclusion of a muzzle
brake to assist with recoil.”” With a gun finally ready to be fitted, it was now down to
Henschel to finish designing the tank.VK45.03,was approved by the Heer in January
1944. The new tank was then christened the Tiger II. Hitler finally had the heavily
armoured heavy tank with a long 8.8cm gun that he had wanted since 1941.7

One final Tiger variant, based on the chassis of the Tiger II remains to be
examined, the Jagdtiger (Hunting Tiger). This tank destroyer, unlike the other members
of the Tiger family was not created to satisfy the wishes of Adolf Hitler but came from

soldiers serving in the East. They wanted a “heavy assault gun with 12.8cm cannon” to
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be able to support infantry and engage both unarmored and armoured targets at up to
3000 meters.’”” This view was supported by OKH, which put in an official request to
Krupp to fit a 12.8cm gun to the Tiger II chassis. This decision was made despite the fact
that at this point, in early in 1943, there was no enemy tank in service that would require
a gun of this size to destroy it, nor would there ever be an Allied tank that would have
required a gun of that size to destroy. Its development was thus based less on countering
a current or anticipated threat but was instead built to preserve German technical
superiority regardless of practical need. Thus, on February 5%, 1943, development began,
despite the fact that there was no compelling operational reason to do so. It would be
based on the chassis of VK 45.03, which would be lengthened by 26cm to accommodate
Krupp’s 12.8cm Kwk L/55 gun. Due to the size and weight of the gun, the Jagdtiger, like
the Ferdinand was designed as a casemate tank destroyer, which was the only way to
transport the gun. The vehicle would also feature a 250mm front armour plate, angled at
75 degrees. These features would make the Jagdtiger the best protected and most
powerfully armed armoured vehicle fielded by the Germans during the war, as well as
being the heaviest, at 75 tons.*

As with most of the members of the Tiger family the Jagdtiger’s development was
marred by political interference. In January 1944, Ferdinand Porsche made his final foray
into tank design, convincing Hitler to accept his plan for the suspension of the new tank
destroyer. Rather than keeping the interleaved road wheels and transverse torsion bar
suspension from the Tiger I, Porsche’s suspension featured pairs of road wheels in wheel

trucks, suspended from longitudinal torsion bars, a system similar to that found on
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Porsche’s earlier designs. Porsche’s name and influence were far from the only things
that made this new system attractive. His suspension would also cut 1200kg from the
vehicles weight, 450 work hours, add 800mm of ground clearance and best of all, had a
cost savings of 404,000 Reichmarks.®' Unfortunately, Porsche’s bad luck with tanks
would continue. His running gear had many advantages but when two prototypes, one
with the Porsche running gear and the other with the Henschel, were tested in May 1944,
things did not go well for the carmaker. The Jagdtiger fitted with the Porsche running
gear caused an “almost unbearable” shaking in the suspension and so the traditional
Henschel running gear won out.*” In spite of this failure, the Porsche suspension was still
fitted to the first nine production vehicles to use up the supply of parts and ensure timely
delivery of vehicles. With the first Jagdtigers coming off the production line at
Nibelungenwerk in July of 1944 the story of the Tiger Family’s development was finally
at an end.”

The development of the Tiger Family from 1935 to 1944 exposed a number of
problems. Not only was the development of these vehicles complex and subject to delays
as necessary technologies proved ineffective in their intended roles (as seen with the
engines on Porsche’s VK45.02 and the Jagdtiger’s running gear), but it was also heavily
influenced by not only traditional motivating factors like organizational needs, but also
individual whims, most of them Hitler’s. The indecision of the Heer and the Waffenamt
over the role of a heavy tank led to seven years without a design being selected, despite

numerous prototypes being developed and discarded. Only Hitler’s personal intervention
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finally created a concrete set of design parameters. Unfortunately, Hitler’s continued
interference in the design process led to the great weight of the Tiger I and would create
the Tiger II, even though there was no evidence that the Tiger I’s performance was poor
enough to warrant a new vehicle. A perception that German vehicles needed to be bigger
and incontrovertibly superior to all possible Allied foes, would lead to the development
of the Sturmtiger and the Jagdtiger, despite the fact that neither vehicle allowed the Heer
to fulfill some pressing operational need. Only the Ferdinand could be said to be filling
an urgent need as the Heer had a desperate need for any kind of armoured vehicle that
German industry could supply in 1943, and tank destroyers would prove to be highly
effective in the defensive war the Heer was fighting from that point onward (whether the
Ferdinand would be truly effective in this role was another matter, discussed fully in
Chapter 9). This long process paints a picture of a vehicle selection and development
system that was deeply dysfunctional, one lacking clear vision, wasting resources on
projects of dubious value and was highly susceptible to political interference. It is a
testament to the designers of these vehicles that, despite of the dysfunction that
surrounded them, they were nevertheless able to create functional vehicles. The question

of how these new vehicles would be used operationally was another matter entirely.
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Chapter 2: Room for One More?:
Panzer Doctrine and the Tiger’s Place within it.

By the time the design parameters for what would become the Tiger I were
finalized by Hitler on May 26™, 1941, finally creating a clear vision for Germany’s heavy
tanks -the Panzerwaffe (Armoured Force) had a well-established and battle-tested
doctrine (the principles and ideas which inform a military’s standard practices) which had
no real need for a heavy tank like the Tiger due to an emphasis on speed and maneuver.
Thus the Tigers incorporation into the Heer did not reflect the filling of a necessary
doctrinal niche but instead a sort of “covering of the bases”, to counter enemy heavy
tanks and fulfill a breakthrough role, which the doctrine’s emphasis on maneuver made
largely redundant in the circumstances of the time. In the early years of the war neither
side was constructing anti-armour defences in sufficient depth to make a breakthrough
tank a necessity. By 1943, when defences were arranged in sufficient depth to give heavy
tanks more of a role, Germany was firmly on the defensive.

Panzer doctrine, like the doctrine of the Heer itself was the result of a fusion of
centuries old Prussian doctrine and modern technology created by the post- Great War
Reichswehr. The emphasis on speed, maneuver and surprise was reflected in the Panzers
of the interwar period, especially the Panzer III and IV which were to become the
mainstays of the Panzerwaffe. These vehicles and their associated doctrine would be
vindicated in spectacular fashion during the French Campaign of 1940. Here the Germans
were able to outflank the main Allied armies and the vaunted Maginot Line with a
surprise attack through the Ardennes Forest. Then the speed of the Panzers -their ability

to outmaneuver and surprise their foes -allowed them to smash through Allied positions,
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driving to the English Channel and winning one of the greatest German victories of the
Second World War.* Many of the battles of the campaign could have been made easier
with the addition of the Tiger, as its heavy armour and weapons would have provided a
welcome edge to the Germans (though an Allied counter to it would have likely been
present as well in that scenario), especially when facing Allied heavy tanks, one of the
key roles of the Panzers.® That being said, the heavy enemy fortifications that the Tigers
had been designed to smash through had simply been bypassed on the way to a decisive
victory. So, by 1941 Germany was ready to begin building a heavy tank that was
incompatible with their doctrine and which previous experience had demonstrated no
compelling need for.

Prussian doctrine, upon which German doctrine was based, was summed up well
by one of its later practitioners from the Second World War, General der Panzertruppen
Hermann Balck, who described it this way:

The German ideas about war were derived from the geographical position of

Prussia and Germany, which faced superior enemies all around and unsecured

borders. In order to survive they had to be faster than their enemies, stay ahead of

them, and hit them decisively at a vulnerable point with locally superior forces.
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Wars of this kind were called Bewgungskreig (War of movement), utilizing
operational maneuver to strike at the enemy’s most vulnerable point. They also embraced
Auftragstaktik (Mission Tactics). This Prussian concept expected junior officers to
exercise a great deal of initiative and aggression to complete their objectives, without
detailed instructions from higher headquarters.®’

These concepts had served the Prussians well and continued to serve their German
successors until 1914, when the Great War would force them to adapt them to suit the
new realities of twentieth century warfare. The descent of the Western Front into a
Stellungskreig (position, or static war) would demand new solutions to overcome the
devastating effects of machine guns and modern artillery. One solution adopted by the
Germans was the Stofitruppen (Storm troopers), elite soldiers that would lead the
breakthrough of Allied positions combining hand grenades and sub machine guns with
the aggression, speed and initiative of the traditional German system.* Another solution,
embraced by both sides was the tank. The British were the first to adopt them and
deployed tanks for the first time on September 15, 1916, at Flers, France during the Battle
of the Somme.*” The first German tank, the A7V would follow in May of 1917.%° Their
performance was generally poor, marred by vulnerability to artillery and frequent
breakdowns. *' Thus the army’s Chief of Staff, Erich Ludendorff found little to encourage

greater production at the expense of other, more proven weapons. Despite Ludendorff’s
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skepticism, there were those within the German Army that believed that the tank had
potential. Generalleutnant (Lieutenant General) D.W von Balck, who commanded the
51% Division, would describe the tank as being “at first a grossly underestimated weapon”
that became “an extremely potent attack weapon”.”

The Eastern Front saw no clashes of armour during the Great War but did offer a
very different kind of fighting. Since operations were conducted in the great open spaces
of Russia there were numerous opportunities for a traditional war of maneuver. One of
the best examples of this mobile war was in November 1916. After Romania entered the
war on the side of the Allies, the Germans launched an invasion of Romania. After
pushing through the Transylvanian Mountains, the Germans ran into a strong Romanian
position in the Iron Gate region. To overcome this position, General der Infanterie
(General of Infantry) von Falkenhayn assembled a combined arms battle group under
Hauptmann (Captain) Picht. Picht’s battle group had very simple instructions, “Open the
Iron Gate”.” Picht brought his forces up to the Romanian positions at night, drove
through a weak sector and positioned himself in the their rear. After fending off a number
of counter attacks and with German reinforcements arriving, the Romanians were forced
to withdraw.”* Hauptmann Picht’s penetration of the Romanian lines suggested that with
lower level initiative there was scope for infiltration and exploitation even when faced
with seemingly significant defences.

After the war, the new German Army, rechristened the Reichswehr and its first

Chief of Staff, Generaloberst Hans von Seeckt would have to find a way to create a new
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doctrine out of the experiences of Eastern Front veterans and those of the Western Front.
Von Seeckt was an Eastern Front veteran and firmly believed that the traditional system
could still be successful in a mechanized world. From von Seeckt’s perspective, the mass
armies of the Great War were too large and vulnerable to the enormous destructive power
of artillery and machine guns. Thus the Reichswehr needed only to be large enough to
survive a surprise attack. Then its superior ability to maneuver would allow it to destroy
any attacker. He wrote that “mass becomes immobile, it cannot maneuver and therefore
cannot win victories, it can only crush through sheer weight”.”

The Reichswehr quickly adopted von Seeckt’s beliefs, not just out of conviction
but also because the Treaty of Versailles limited the Reichswehr to 100,000 men, leaving
few other alternatives than innovation as a means to overcome quantitative inferiority.
Thus the Reichwehr’s leadership became firmly committed to maneuver and combined
arms as the keys to victory. The tank was quickly added to this traditional doctrine as the
1924 maneuvers showed. These maneuvers featured no actual tanks, merely wooden
mockups on bicycles but their presence was still important. For this maneuver a Blue
infantry division and cavalry division were tasked with countering a Red force that was
crossing the Oder River. The Blues were ordered to envelop the Reds left (southern) wing
as it crossed the Oder. Meanwhile the Reds would envelop the right (northern) wing of
the Blue force as they crossed the river. As both forces worked to envelop the others
flank a Blue cavalry regiment was able to charge at the flank of two Red artillery
batteries. Before they could complete this potentially devastating maneuver, a new Red

force, including a number of tanks, flanked the Blue cavalry. The Blues position was only
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salvaged by a renewed cavalry thrust that outflanked the Red’s advance guard and
penetrated into the enemy’s rear.”® This exercise demonstrated the value of tanks in a
supporting role while also demonstrating the premium that the Reichswehr placed on
maneuver.

The 1928 maneuvers represented the Reichswehr’s nascent armored corps in
transition. In these maneuvers, the tanks were divided into three waves. The first two
broke through the enemy line, driving into the rear to strike at enemy artillery.
Meanwhile the third wave remained with the infantry. Once the exercise was over, the
Chief of Motorized Troops, who led the exercise, Otto von Stiilpnagel, drew an important
conclusion. The infantry must be kept with the first wave of tanks so that their weapons
could support the tanks and to prevent enemy infantry from simply waiting for the tanks
to pass them before engaging the oncoming infantry. The necessity of close co-operation
between infantry and tanks had been confirmed but working towards full independent
armored units with organic infantry components was not yet something the Reichswehr
was ready for.””’

In 1929, the Reichswehr gained access to a tremendous new resource, the Kazan
Tank School. Here, deep in the Soviet Union and far from the prying eyes of Allied
inspectors, the Germans could begin to test actual tanks. The school was the result of
negotiations between the two governments, trading German technical expertise for Soviet

space to develop technologies made illegal under the Treaty of Versailles. Only at Kazan,
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could the secretly built tanks, referred to as “tractors” to fool Allied inspectors be
tested.” Von Stiilpnagel wrote glowingly about Kazan and its potential:

[Kazan] is at the present time the only place where really positive work on the

area of tanks can be achieved. Clear insight into the true worth of the tank, the

effect of its weapons, the possibilities of its employment, the tactics to follow etc.,

can only be acquired there, with the actual material. The most detailed study of

foreign literature, the best theoretical reflections, and well prepared experimental

exercises with tank mock-up units, can only yield an approximate value.”

Von Stiilpnagel was quite correct. The writings of British theorists like J.F.C
Fuller and B.H. Liddell Hart were important but remained theoretical. Various tank
mock-ups, which had been serving the Reichswehr for a decade were likewise of great
use in visualizing this forbidden technology, however their speed, size and capabilities
were always wildly different from those of actual tanks.'*

It was here that the Grosstraktor and Leichtetraktor, discussed in the previous
chapter, were tested. The 16-ton Grosstraktor with a 7.5cm gun was designed as an
infantry support tank while the Leichtetraktor (light tractor), weighing 8.9 tons and

191 This division in roles was in line

mounting a 3.7cm guns was intended to be tank killer.
with conventional thinking in the late 1920’s, as tanks were still viewed as being

primarily for infantry support with the heavy tanks acting in the same way as their Great
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War counterparts, breaking through enemy defences. Then the light tanks would support
and exploit the breakthrough.'*

The practical birth of the Panzer division as a concept came in a series of
exercises overseen by Generalmajor (Major General) Oswald Lutz, the Inspector of
Motor Transport Troops in 1931 and 1932. In these exercises, a full battalion of tanks
was created, alongside supporting motorized infantry. During these exercises an emphasis
was placed on the importance of massing tanks for the greatest effect. The result was
some novel conclusions. Lutz and his chief of staff, Heinz Guderian concluded that not
only speed but also surprise and constant movement were needed to facilitate and sustain
breakthroughs. They also stressed the importance of ensuring that the infantry was
moving at the speed of the tank to maintain the momentum of the attack and allow for
full exploitation of the breakthrough. Based on these maneuvers Lutz and Guderian
developed the modus operandi of the Panzer division in 1932, embracing the traditional
German emphasis on aggression and combined-arms operations, combined with fully
mechanized and motorized units to create an extraordinarily powerful tool for

103

Bewgungskreig. ™~ The Panzers new doctrine was summarized in Guderian’s oft repeated

mantra, “Klotzen, nicht Kleckern (Boot’em, don’t splatter’em)”.'**
On January 30th, 1933, Adolf Hitler became Chancellor. Soon after, Guderian
would have an opportunity to showcase a platoon of Panzer I’s, then in the prototype

stage. Guderian recorded, “Hitler was much impressed by the speed and precision of

movement of our units and said repeatedly: ‘That’s what I need! That’s what I want to
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have!””'® Hitler’s endorsement was certainly a boost to the development of Panzers and
in 1935, the 1*!, 2" and 3™ Panzer Divisions were created. These new Panzer divisions
were exceptionally well equipped. They contained two Panzer regiments, with each
containing two Panzer Abteilungen (Tank battalions). Each Abteilung would be divided
into four Panzer Kompanien (Tank companies), three leichte Panzer Kompanien, (light
tank companies) with tanks designed to combat enemy tanks and a mittlere Panzer
Kompanie (medium tank company), tasked with providing infantry support.'® Each
division would have a staggering 561 tanks. They also contained a motorized infantry
regiment, also of two battalions, a motorized artillery regiment, a motorcycle battalion, a
motorized reconnaissance battalion, a motorized pioneer battalion and a motorized anti-
tank battalion. In the words of Richard Ogorkiewicz, a Panzer division was a “self-
contained combined arms team in which tanks were backed by other arms brought up, as
far as possible, to the tanks standard of mobility”.""’

To outfit the Panzer divisions properly, three new Panzers were in development

108

throughout the 1930’s, in addition to a training tank, the 5.4-ton Panzer I. ™ The Panzer

II, a 7.6-ton vehicle with a 2 cm cannon would act as reconnaissance vehicle for the

divisions.

The 15.4-ton Panzer III would fill the light companies, using its 3.7cm gun
to combat enemy tanks while the 17-ton Panzer IV would be assigned to the medium

company, employing its 7.5cm gun in an infantry support role.''® In combat the leichte

Panzer Kompanien would be employed first, striking the enemy line with the motorized
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infantry, engaging any enemy tanks then striking into “the heart of the enemy battle
zone”.""! The mittlere Panzer Kompanie would follow, using its firepower to reduce
enemy strongpoints and to facilitate the advance of the leichte Panzer Kompanie and the
infantry, while also protecting the flanks of the advancing units.''> As conceived in the
mid 1930s, the Panzer Abteilung was a powerful force, with a good mixture of vehicles
to perform the offensive role that the Panzers were expected to fulfill, with a capacity to
both engage enemy tanks and facilitate an infantry breakthrough. While the anti-tank
battalion was certainly part of the former category, the prominence of the leichte Panzer
Kompanien indicates that a high premium was placed on the ability of the tanks to
combat other tanks, rather than relying on anti-tank guns, which were to be used in a
purely defensive role.'"?

This system was not one that had an explicit need for anything heavier than a
Panzer IV. That being said, the concept of a heavy tank had not been neglected. As
described in the previous chapter, the Neubaufahrzeug had been in development since
1929, to offer the Germans a heavy breakthrough tank and while the project was canceled
in 1934 as impractical, it nevertheless demonstrated that the idea of a heavy tank was

something that had been under consideration for some time, though not without a

considerable amount of confusion over the specifics of its role.''* The Waffenamt's initial
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proposal from 1935 envisioned a heavy tank specifically designed to counter the French
Char 2C, changing the emphasis of vehicle to being a heavy tank killer, a role not
completely out of line with German doctrine.'” VK 30.01, following in 1937 would
return to the breakthrough role as the tank’s primary purpose.''® This shift in priority was
not absolute, as VK 30.01 could still act as a counter to enemy heavy tanks but it does
indicate that Waffenamt was embracing the conventional view of heavy tanks in the
period. Both the British and the French saw their heavy tanks of the late 1930’s, the
Matilda and the Char B1, as breakthrough vehicles to aid of the infantry and lighter
tanks.''” Consequently, by the late 1930’s the Waffenamt had a vision of a heavy tank
(though as seen previously this vision would be revised several more times after the war
began) but it was unclear whether or not their doctrine, dependent as it was on speed and
maneuver, needed a heavy breakthrough tank at all.

During the Invasion of Poland in September 1939, the Panzer divisions performed
well, breaking though Polish lines and doing a great deal to aid in the German victory.
Despite their central role, the fact remained that the Poles had been forced to defend a
great deal of territory with comparatively few forces, making it easier to create
breakthroughs in their lines. It was not clear in 1939, whether the Panzers would perform
as well as against the British and French which possessed much larger armies arranged in
greater depth across a smaller area (relatively speaking). They also had larger and much

better equipped armoured forces. It would be against these more formidable foes that the

von Senger and Etterlin, German Tanks of World War II: The Complete Illustrated
History of German Armoured Fighting Vehicles 1926-1945, 108.

115 Jentz, and Doyle, Germany’s Tiger Tanks: D.W. to Tiger I, 9.

116 [bid, 10-11.

117 Wilbeck, Sledgehammers, 202-204.



54

Panzers would have their greatest test and it would be in France that the need for a heavy
tank could be more accurately assessed''®.

There were a number of battles during the French Campaign where the presence
of a German heavy tank would have been useful as a means to counter Allied heavy
tanks. The French counterattacks against the German bridgeheads over the Meuse from
the 15" to the 17" of May are a very good example of the potential use of a heavy tank as
a counter to enemy heavy tanks. During this time, the fighting was concentrated on the
village of Stonne which changed hands seventeen times as the 10™ Panzer Division and
Infanterie Regiment Grof3deutschland (Infantry Regiment Greater Germany) battled the
French for control of the vital bridgeheads. The principal French unit was the 3™
Armoured Division, which possessed four battalions of tanks. Two were equipped with
the Hotchkiss H39, an 11-ton tank with a 3.7cm gun roughly comparable to the 10™
Panzer’s Panzer III and I'Vs. The other two battalions were equipped with the vastly
superior Char B1. This French heavy tank had 60mm of frontal armour (twice the frontal
armour of the Panzer III) and sported a higher velocity 4.7cm gun in its turret, as well as

a 7.5cm howitzer in the front of the hull.'*
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A Panzer III of the 1* Panzer Division in France. The Panzer III was the
principle tank of the Panzerwaffe in 1940 and while it was inferior to
Allied heavy tanks, its mobility, radio and the training of its crews proved
to be decisive advantages (Bundesarchiv).

General Jean-Adolphe Flavigny, the French divisional commander and his
inexperienced staff found it impossible to deploy the division as a cohesive whole,
instead deploying it piecemeal. Nevertheless the Char B1 proved to be a formidable
vehicle. One Char B1 took 140 hits, none of which penetrated and was able to destroy
twelve German tanks. Another caught a column of German infantry in the open and
literally ran them down.'*

The only way to halt this assault was for the Pak 36 crews to wait for the tanks to

close in before striking their more thinly armoured sides and rear. This was a “near

ultimate exercise in nerve and discipline” for the Germans but in this way they were able
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to destroy or at least discourage enough of the Char B1s to allow the tide to turn in the

121
Germans favor.

By the end of the day on the 17", the Germans retained the village and
their bridgeheads. The cost had been high with over fifty tanks, both French and German,
filling Stonne.'*

At Stonne, and Arras, the latter mentioned briefly in the previous chapter, the
inadequacy of current German panzers in the face of Allied heavy tanks was amply
demonstrated.'*® This inferiority suggested that the Germans required a heavy tank of
their own if tanks involved in a breakthrough were to survive such encounters. That being
said, the Char B1 and the Matilda’s represented a minority of Allied tanks. The majority,
like the H39 and the British A13 Cruiser were roughly comparable to their German
counterparts.'>* Consequently when German and Allied tanks met in combat, German
victory owed less to the vehicle themselves and more to their superior handling. The
Germans fought as part of a combined arms team, using infantry, Panzers, anti-tank guns
and aircraft in close cooperation, all unified by the radio, which every tank, aircraft and
platoon carried. By contrast the French rarely coordinated their operations between units
and even individual tanks often failed to support each other in the heat of battle. They
also lacked radios, with one company commander reduced to running between his tanks
while under fire in an effort to coordinate their movement.'* In these circumstances,
training and organization were key advantages that demonstrated the superiority of the

German Panzer division concept as a means to win battles. Tanks like the Char B1 could
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certainly increase the cost the Germans would pay for victory, but without strong
doctrine, emphasizing a combined arms approach to their use and effective command and
control, they could not prevent German victories. In such battles having a heavy tank was
not necessary as the maneuverability, coordination and co-operation of the Germans was
more than enough to compensate for any qualitative inferiority their tanks may have
suffered.

In the end then, the battle for France was a resounding German victory and one
that did not seem to call for a heavy tank. The Panzer division concept had been proven
in astonishing fashion, proving to be a key element in defeating one of the dominant
military powers in Europe in just six weeks. Since the campaign had been decided by
rapid maneuver, which specifically avoided the sort of defences that the heavy tank was
designed to overcome, there seemed to be little need for them. That said, the presence of
the Char B1 and the Matilda loomed over the men of the Waffenamt, especially since
those tanks had put German infantrymen to rout. Avoiding such embarrassments in the
future was vitally important.

The simplest solution was to improve German weapons and that was pursued
quickly after the end of the campaign. New Scm anti-tank guns were in production, and
the Panzer III was also outfitted with a new Scm gun of its own, though the Panzer IV,
due to its status as an infantry support tank, did not receive a new gun at this point in the
war.'*® Upgrading the German arsenal was not only a straightforward solution but also
preserved the doctrine that proven so successful in France. Integrating a heavy tank into

this doctrine as a way to counter enemy heavy tanks would not have completely upended
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Panzer doctrine but would have added a slow vehicle, the use of which demanded
methodical planning. Its needs would have been hard to reconcile with a system that was
at its best when it was fast and unpredictable. Nevertheless the desire to have a heavy
tank to counter to any similar Allied vehicle and serve as a breakthrough vehicle, against
stronger defences, overrode that consideration, especially given Hitler’s desire for a
heavy tank. So, after the end of the Battle of France the Waffenamt asked Henschel to
mount a 10.5cm gun on their heavy tank, creating VK 36.01 and Porsche also put the
8.8cm gun on their Type 100."*” With the Waffenamt and Hitler on board Germany
would get a heavy tank, regardless of it’s need for one. The only question that remained
to be answered as the Tiger entered service in September 1942, was how best to use them

and integrate them with their faster brethren.
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Chapter 3: Product of a Dysfunctional Family:
The Tiger Tanks and the German Wartime Economy

Between 1942 and 1945, 2,021 vehicles in the Tiger “family” were constructed.
The Tiger I and II were constructed by Henschel in Kassel, the Ferdinands and Jagdtigers
were built at Nibelungenwerk in St. Valentin, Austria and the Sturmtigers by Alkett in
Berlin. Production of these vehicles embodied many of the strengths and weaknesses of
the German wartime economy. They were technically complex and expensive vehicles
and strategic bombing by the Allied air forces, imposed additional delays in production
and resulted in the loss of a number of vehicles. Despite this damage, the Tigers were still
produced in quantities that the Heer requested for much of their production run. Relative
success with the Tiger “family” was not however, indicative of wider economic success,
and undoubtedly detracted from it. While the German economy was successful in
production of individual vehicles and weapons, the economy at large was very inefficient.
Throughout the war the economy remained badly managed by Western standards as a
vast array of ministries, offices and organizations, many with overlapping economic
mandates all competed for Germany’s resources, which while substantial, were
nevertheless dwarfed by those available to her enemies. Efforts by Fritz Todt and Albert
Speer as Reichminster fiir Bewaffnung und Munition (Minister for Armaments and
Munitions) to centralize and streamline the economy failed to transform it. Full
centralization proved impossible and the ministry itself, especially under Speer grew to
be a vast byzantine organization, unequal to the task of effectively harnessing the German
economy for the war. This effort was further complicated by the same Allied bombs that

disrupted the Tiger’s production.
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Not only were the Tigers a heavy burden on German industry but the decision to produce
the Tigers in an effort to overcome the Allies quantitative advantage with superior quality
vehicles was a decision with dire consequences for the Heer that would increasingly field
far fewer tanks that their opponents even when superior German command-and-control
created local concentrations of German armour. Even in these circumstances, reliance on
the qualitative superiority of the Tigers was a questionable tactic given their poor
mechanical reliability, which ensured that the Germans were never able to field them in
numbers intended and certainly not in quantities that might have helped to turn the tide of
the war in their favor.
Production of the Tiger Family

Production of the Tiger I was slated to begin in June 1942 but did not start until
August. This two-month delay was the result of ongoing problems with the transmission,
steering gear and brakes. The delay was sufficient to rectify the issues in the steering gear
and brakes and while the transmission would be brought up to satisfactory production
standard, it nevertheless remained a point of weakness owing to the great strain that

128

moving the 56-ton vehicle placed upon it. = With these delays only eight vehicles were

finished in August 1942'%.
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As inauspicious as this start was, the Tiger’s production then became much
smoother. By October 1942, Henschel was able to exceed its monthly production goals,
finishing twenty-five tanks, not the eighteen that was proscribed. By September 1943, the
goal was seventy-five tanks for that month and Henschel produced eighty-five."** This
relatively smooth production was a testament not only to the engineers and workers at

Henschel but also the success of the many firms that contributed parts to the Tigers.
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Henschel was the principle manufacturer, producing most of the vehicle’s parts,
including the steering system, but they were just one of many firms building key
components. Krupp supplied the guns and also the armour plate, though due to Krupp’s
commitments elsewhere, many of these components were not manufactured at the
company’s famed Gusstahlfabrik (Cast Steel Factory) but instead by other companies.
Dortmund Hoerder Hutten Verein (DHHV) was the most prominent, producing a
significant quantity of armour plate and being one of two companies responsible for the
production of the 8.8cm Kwk 36 L/56 gun, along with Wolf Buchau, located in Buchau
(renamed Bad Buchau, or Spa Buchau in 1963). As noted earlier the Tiger’s engines were
developed by Maybach and were produced at their factory in Friedrichshafen.'”' These
parts, manufactured across the Ruhr Valley, the industrial heart of Germany, were then
shipped to Henschel for final assembly. This system allowed specialty manufacturers to
contribute high quality products to the vehicle, utilizing Germany’s vast rail network to
ship parts in order to build a high quality machine. In December 1943 and throughout
1944, the vulnerabilities of this system were exposed as many of the factories and the rail
network that connected them were targeted by the Combined Bomber Offensive.

RAF’s Bomber Command began bombing Germany on September 4™, 1939, the
day after Britain declared war."** Their goal, as summarized by Tami Davis Biddle was to

“create a general level of destruction which ...[would] overwhelm the enemy’s war
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economy and especially his will to fight”."*® This effort initially met with little success as

a lack of navigational aids made it extremely difficult to find blacked out cities at night,
to say nothing of bombing them. In this first act of the Bomber offensive, which lasted
until March 1942, the factories that were to be integral parts of the Tiger’s production
were largely safe. Essen was the first city involved in the Tigers production to be targeted
on the night of March 8"-9", 1942, although this early raid and others in the same period
caused little damage."**

This massive RAF bombing campaign was supported by another carried out by
the USSAF’s 8" and 15™ Air Forces during the day. The operations of the two air forces,
bombing Germany day and night had a decidedly mixed effect. The cities where the key
Tiger factories were located all suffered under Allied bombing, with Essen and Kassel
being targeted regularly as they sat in the Ruhr Valley, Germany’s industrial heartland.
By the wars end, each city suffered over twenty raids. While Essen itself was devastated
by Allied bombing, the Krupp works remained functional for most of the war and in 1943
only lost 7.6 percent of its planned output despite repeated attacks designed specifically
to destroy the famous arms makers’ factory.'>> Consequently Krupp was able to complete
the armour plates for 597 hulls and turrets by June 1944 without lasting interruptions.
Dortmund’s DHHV completed an additional 758 hulls and turrets. Thus 1,295 hulls were

completed by June 1944, and both companies also refurbished a further 54 hulls to
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complete the Tiger I production run of 1,346 vehicles. DHHYV also produced the 8.8 cm
Kwk 36 L56 gun along with Wolf Buchau at their plant in Buchau. Between them 1,514
guns were produced by July 1944, with minimal disruptions.'*

The Henschel factory in Kassel was not as fortunate as Krupp’s Gusstahlfabrik.
On the night of the 22"-23" of October 1943, the city suffered a fire storm. An estimated
6,000 people were killed and fifty-nine percent of the city was destroyed. The Henschel
works were badly damaged and seventy-nine Tigers were lost as a result. This loss was
the equivalent of almost two full schwere Panzer Abteilungen. As devastating as this
short-term loss was, the factory was quickly rebuilt and in January, just three months later
the factory was once again meeting its production targets, with ninety-three tanks
completed. This recovery was mirrored by the rest of the city, as by January the city’s
industrial output had reached ninety percent of its pre-raid level."’

The rapid recovery of Kassel after the devastating bombings of 1943 was the
result of two factors. As numerous photographs of shattered German cities attest, the
bombing was exceptionally good at destroying buildings. That being said the heavy
machinery often survived the bombing. Thus the roof and many of the walls of
Germany’s vital factories were often blasted apart but the machinery that was at their
hearts was more often than not largely intact."*® For Henschel, it would take three months
for production to fully recover, but by the third week of November they were able to

finish twenty two tanks, indicating that much of the essential production equipment had
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either survived the RAF’s bombs completely intact or at the very least suffered only
minor damage.'

The second factor that enabled the rapid restoration of German industry was a
vast and ruthless mobilization of labour to restore key industries. Like all other wartime
powers, the Germans were forced to try to balance the needs of industry with the
insatiable demands of the Wehrmacht. In May 1939, the German workforce consisted of
39.5 million people, 24.5 million men and 14.6 million women, with an additional
300,000 foreigners. In 1940, the workforce demographics had already changed
significantly. There were now 20.5 million men and 14.4 million women. The gap
created by the expansion of the Wehrmacht was filled not by women, as the majority
were already working on farms and therefore there was no pool of surplus female labour
to draw upon. Instead the lost men were replaced by 350,000 Prisoners of War (POW)
and 800,000 foreigners.'*” The use of foreign slave labour and concentration camp
inmates who joined the work force in 1942, as well as POW’s increased as the war went
on until by 1944 they represented one in every three workers in the Reich.'*' It was this
labour force, which worked to not only keep the factories running but also restored them
after they had been visited by Allied bombers. Without this army of slave labour the
German economy would not have proven so resilient.

Returning to Tiger production, the Maybach factory in Friedrichshafen was also
badly affected by Allied bombing, though not until 1944. While only 153 engines were

completed in 1942, 4,346 were finished in 1943. From January to April 1944, an
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estimated 1,785 engines were produced before a raid on the city in late April so
devastated the plant that it could not be returned to service until October. To fill this gap
in production, Autounion’s Siegmar-Werk in Chemnitz was commissioned to take over
production. From April 1944 to April 1945, the company produced a further 4,366

'*2 The use of the Siegmar-Werk was an example of the Germans use of alternate

engines.
producers and dispersion of vulnerable production deeper into the Reich, out of the reach
of Allied bombers. Substitution and relocation provided the economy with much greater
flexibility in the face of Allied bombing than had been anticipated prior to war. Thus
production could be maintained even in the face of increasingly heavy strategic
bombing.'*

The next member of the Tiger family to enter production was the Ferdinand.
Converting the Porsche Tiger into the Ferdinand tank destroyer required the work of four
firms. Design of the vehicle was undertaken by Alkett (Altmdrkische Kettenwerk GmbH)
of Berlin. This firm had extensive experience with tank destroyers and assault guns,
having been the primary manufacturer of the StuG III since 1940."** While the vehicles
were being designed at Alkett in Berlin, the Nibelungenwerk in St. Valentin continued to
fulfill part of the original Porsche contract, completing the vehicles hulls and running
gear. The finished hulls were then sent to Eisenwerk Oberdonau, a steel works in Linz,

near the Nibelungenwerk. Eisenwerk Oberdonau was responsible for reconfiguring the

hulls, moving the fighting compartment from the front to the rear of the vehicle and
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moving the engines from the rear to the middle. Once the hulls had been modified they
were initially to be sent to Alkett for final assembly but Speer ordered them to be returned
to Nibelungenwerk in February of 1943, to simplify production and limit the time the
hulls would spend travelling from Austria to Berlin,'*

As St. Valentin was outside the range of Allied bombers in 1943, Nibelungenwerk
was able to complete its work fairly quickly, though not without delay. Production began
in November 1942, but a shortage of running gear, which had earlier afflicted production
of the Porsche Tiger, continued to impede the Ferdinand’s production.'*® Consequently,
the first hulls were not finished until February and Krupp began to deliver the armoured
fighting compartments designed by Alkett in March. Given that the Ferdinands were to be
completed in time for the upcoming summer offensive these delays were problematic.
Nevertheless, the first thirty vehicles were delivered in April, with the last sixty finished
in May, allowing the complete production run to be used in Operation Zitadelle in July."*’
Production of the Ferdinand may have had some initial delays, but their rapid production
did display the speed and efficiency of German industry unaffected by Allied bombers.

The Sturmtiger was the only member of the Tiger family that had straightforward
production. In April 1944, Hitler ordered production of the vehicle to begin. Alkett, in
Berlin was given eighteen Tiger I hulls from Henschel for the project. These were
recycled hulls, remnants of tanks that were so badly damaged that they had be returned to

Germany for repair or scrapping. This decision was not an effort at recycling per se, but
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was done at the behest of the army, which was extremely reluctant to give up any of the
Tiger’s production for the project. Alkett designed a superstructure atop them. This
structure was built by the Brandenburgische Eisenwerke in Kirchmoser, just west of
Brandenburg. Alkett then finished assembly. All eighteen hulls were converted into
Sturmtigers by the end of September 1944. With their limited production and even more
limited use - seeing service first in the Warsaw Uprising and then in the defence of
Germany in 1945 - no modifications were made to the vehicle. While production of the
Sturmtiger lacked the many delays and changes that would complicate the production of
other vehicles in the “Tiger family”, it nevertheless remains a good example of resources
sunk into a vehicle of dubious value. In the defensive war the Germans found themselves
waging in 1944, there was little need for assault vehicles like the Sturmtiger, and while
another eighteen Tigers would not have shifted the balance of the war, they certainly
would have had far more battlefield utility in their original form.'**

The Tiger II’s production history followed many of the themes established by the
production of the Tiger I, though strategic bombing would have a greater effect upon its
production. In Kassel, Henschel produced the steering and suspension themselves and
handled final assembly. Krupp’s Gusstahlfabrik in Essen manufactured the majority of
the armoured plate, with plates for 444 hulls and 385 turrets finished by the end of
February 1945. Dortmund’s DHHV produced comparatively little, with plates for only
157 hulls and turrets completed by war’s end. The Skoda works, in Mlada Boleslav,
Czechoslovakia also produced armour plate for the Tiger Ils, but only enough for 35

vehicles. As with the Tiger I, engines were produced by Maybach in Friedrichshafen and
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Autounion’s Siegmar- Werk in Chemnitz. The 8.8cm Kwk 43 L/71 gun was designed by
Krupp but all 802 of them were built by DHHV. Final assembly of the guns was
dispersed, with 55 percent finished by firms in Frankfurt and 45 percent in DHHV’s
home city of Dortmund.'*

Tiger II production began in October 1943, with just one vehicle produced that
month. Production remained slow until May 1944. By that point only thirty-eight tanks
had been completed, a far cry from the anticipated 191. The slow start to production was
blamed on start up problems for the new production line. Over the summer of 1944,
production finally began to meet and exceed production targets, with ninety-four finished
in August, fourteen more than the production goal."™

September and October would see a number of heavy bomber raids on Kassel,
with the express purpose of destroying the Henschel works. The raids began on the 22™
of September 1944, with subsequent raids on the 27" and 28" of September and 2™ and
7™ of October. Over the course of these five raids, 2,906 tons of high explosive and 1,792
tons of incendiaries were dropped. This quantity of ordnance, guided by the many
navigational and targeting aids available in 1944, was able to destroy 95 percent of the
Henschel plant. Subsequent raids on the city on the night of the 27" of October, another
raid on the Henschel works on the 15" of December and additional raids on the city on
December 30" and January 1%, caused more damage and imposed even more delays on

the plant’s recovery. From September 1944 to January 1945, 211 Tiger II’s were

completed. In that same period, planned production was 380 vehicles.""'
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The bombing of the Henschel works in the fall of 1944, was part of an
intensification of Allied bombing that had begun in September of that year. Only then
when Bomber Command and the USAAF possessed over a thousand bombers each,
developed a reliable and accurate set of navigational aids, as well as having obtaining
effective air superiority over Germany, would the bomber war reach its height. From
September 1944 to the war’s end, three quarters of all the bombs used against Germany
were dropped. In that same period, an estimated half of all German bombing-related
fatalities occurred.'”* The devastation wrought upon the Henschel works was part of this
intense period of bombardment.

In addition to the heavy damage inflicted upon the Henschel works in Kassel,
Autounion’s Siegmar Werk in Chemnitz was also heavily damaged in a raid on
September 11", reducing the factory’s output from 800 engines a month to just 198.
Since Maybach was still restoring their own factory, after the raids in April 1944, an
effort which was not completed until October, there was a shortage of engines. Though
this shortage was mitigated by the bombing of the Henschel Works later in the month,
which prevented the installation of any available engines, it nevertheless demonstrated
that the effectiveness of dispersal was coming to an end. At this stage in the war, the four
engine bombers that made up the majority of each bomber force, the B-17 and B-24
bombers for the Americans and the British Lancaster and Halifax, had the range to hit
targets anywhere in Germany. Even Chemnitz, far from the Ruhr, was no longer

immune.'>?
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A report to Speer’s ministry from the Hauptauschuss Panzerkampfwagen (Main
Committee for Armoured Fighting Vehicles), which oversaw the production of Panzers,
written in January 1945 by Dr. Blaicher, a senior member of the committee, summarized
the issues faced by Panzer producers. “While during 1943 the influence of hostile air
attacks was not yet very noticeable in the tank industry...in 1944 there was no single tank
producing plant which did not suffer directly and above all indirectly to a considerable
extent”."*

One major indirect source of damage was the increased disruption of
transportation networks. Part of this disruption was the inevitable result of damage to
German cities but in the final period of the war, increased emphasis was placed on
destroying the Ruhr’s transportation links. Key losses included the draining of the
Dortmund-Ems Canal by Bomber Command at the end of September 1944, and the
destruction of the Koln (Cologne)-Mulheim bridge on October 14™.'*° These large-scale
attacks and numerous smaller ones served to isolate the Ruhr. The loss of rail
infrastructure further negated the advantage of dispersion, as even undamaged factories
found it difficult to transport their products to their customers for lack of intact rail lines.
This created additional friction for German industries, already badly battered by the
direct effects of strategic bombing. It was this combination of direct and indirect damage
that led to low production of the Tiger IIs even after the Henschel works were repaired in
early 1945, including the finishing of just thirty tanks in March 1945, meaning the

company could not meet its revised goal of forty-five tanks in that month, to say nothing
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of the 150 originally planned for production prior to the intensification of Allied
bombing."°

Damage to Germany’s rail system was problematic not only in terms of finished
products lost but also in terms of lost coal. Ninety percent of Germany’s industries were
powered by Ruhr coal. 19,900 railcars full of it left the Ruhr every day in August 1944, to
fuel German industry. By October only 7,000 cars were leaving the Ruhr daily. With that
little coal leaving the Ruhr, Speer reported to Hitler on October 5™ that German industry
could only be fueled for another eight to twelve weeks."”” To resolve this crisis would
require a vast army of labourers. Thankfully for the Germans, the past several years had
made them masters of mobilizing labour. Unfortunately, the traditional solution of
relying on slave labour was no longer effective. The occupied territories the Germans had
so ruthlessly pillaged, had largely been liberated and with the collapse of the Reich in
sight, the remaining foreign labourers were no longer considered politically reliable
enough for many tasks, especially for the restoration of Germany’s vital infrastructure. So
two million German workers were pulled from their factories to repair the shattered rail
lines. Another 350,000 were sent to repair damage to the oil industry and a further
300,000 were drawn to repair the chemical industry. These new manpower demands,
added to previous losses of skilled German labourers to the Wehrmacht, made it
increasingly difficult for firms to produce even the simplest items, to say nothing of

158

complex weapons like Tigers. ™ Faced with all of this direct and indirect damage the

156 Jentz and Doyle, Germany’s Tiger Tanks: VK45.02 to Tiger 11, 60-61.
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73

Hauptauschuss Panzerkampfwagen report concluded, “At this moment one can no longer
speak of planned production at all”."”’

The report also described the last ditch effort of German industry in the war’s
final months. “The extraordinary extent of the stoppages throughout the whole of the
armaments industry caused all external assistance in overcoming these difficulties to
diminish more and more, and firms were largely dependent on helping themselves”.'®
Despite this pessimistic appraisal of the situation, it was still believed in January 1945
that Henschel could draw upon sufficient resources to return to the production of 125
Tiger II’s a month by August 1945. This was hopelessly optimistic and in February, the
Panzer Notprogramm (Emergency Tank Production Program) was issued by Speer’s
ministry. This program aimed to wind down the production of advanced vehicles like the
Tiger II in favor of simpler models like the StuGs (Sturmgeschiitz, Assault Guns) and
other casemate tank destroyers. These lighter and simpler vehicles were better suited to
not only the production situation at the end of the war but also the nature of the defensive
fighting that the Germans were undertaking in the final defence of the Reich'®'. This plan
envisioned sharing production between the Henschel plant in Kassel and the
Nibelungenwerk (which was already producing the Jagdtiger). Production of Tiger II
between the two plants would be halted once 350 vehicles had been completed, a
milestone that was expected to be reached in October 1945. Then both plants would be

converted to production of other, simpler vehicles. This plan proved useless, as

Nibelungenwerk never produced a single Tiger II and Kassel fell to the Allies at the end

159 Jentz and Doyle, Germany’s Tiger Tanks: VK45.02 to Tiger II, 59.
160 Tbid, 59.
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Tiger II turrets, ready for assembly at the Henschel factory in Kassel after its capture in
March 1945. These turrets represent the literal last vestiges of the Tiger II’s production
(NARA).

of March. By that point 492 Tiger II’s had left Henschel but Allied bombing had
prevented the construction of a further 657 from 1943-1945.'%*

The consequences of this lost production were keenly felt. Of the fourteen
schwere Panzer Abteilungen created between 1942 and 1944, only nine received a full
complement of Tiger II’s, the rest continued to use the Tiger I until the wars end.

2.508 was particularly short charged”. The company left Italy in September 1944, moving
to the training grounds at Paderborn to be trained on the Tiger II. With the heavy damage
to the Henschel works in that month they were left without vehicles to train on and so

they waited, for five months. Finally on March 30", 1945, they were given new orders.

162 Jentz and Doyle, Germany’s Tiger Tanks: VK45.02 to Tiger 11, 60.

*In the German military of the period 2.508 referred to the 2™ Kompanie, schwere
Panzer Abteilung 508. Each Abteilung would have three Kompanien, the others
numbered as 1.508 and 3.508.



75

The veteran Tiger crews of 2.508 were to be used as infantry to counter the approaching

American army.'®

It was a strange way for Panzer veterans to end the war but it does
illustrate the dire straits in which Germany found itself as its production lines and front
lines collapsed in the war’s waning months.

The Jagdtiger was subject to the same late war production pressures that had such
an impact on the Tiger II. Henschel designed the Jagdtiger but they lacked the capacity to
build them so Nibelungenwerk was given the contract instead. As with the Ferdinands,
the nearby Eisenwerke Oberdonau handled the production of the hulls while the 12.8 cm
Pak 44 L55 gun was provided by Krupp’s Bertha Werk in Breslau.'®*

The first Jagdtiger was to be finished in December 1943, but Nibelungenwerk was
ramping up its production of Panzer IV’s to 300 vehicles a month and the first vehicles
were not ready until February 1944. These initial vehicles were used for testing, and
production did not begin in earnest until July with three Jagdtigers completed. By
September, Nibelungenwerk was turning out eight per month with production expected to
continue to increase.'®

Unfortunately, increases were delayed significantly by a bombing raid on the
factory on October 16™, 1944.The vulnerability of plants deep inside Austria at this stage
in the war reflected not only the long range of Allied bombers based in England but also
the growing number of bombers based in Italy, which between them ensured that no

corner of the Reich was immune. Vulnerable though Nibelungenwerk was, the raid

caused little lasting damage. While only nine Jagdtigers were completed in October, by

163 The Combat History of Schwere Panzer Abteilung 508, 37.

164 Spielberger and Doyle, Tigers I and Il and their Variants, 154. Spielberger, Doyle and
Jentz, Heavy Jagdpanzer, 149, 153.

165 Spielberger, Doyle and Jentz, Heavy Jagdpanzer, 168.
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December the plant was producing twenty, which would be the monthly production
record for the vehicle.'®

Just a few days before the bombing raid on Nibelungenwerk, on October 12", the
decision was made to produce only 150 Jagdtigers and then convert the production line to
the Panther. On January 3", Hitler overrode this decision, ordering that under no
circumstances was production of the Jagdtiger to be halted. Instead production was to be
increased, with 100 vehicles to be finished by April 1945. Then, without delay
Nibelungenwerk was to convert its assembly lines to producing Tiger II’s, with twenty
five to be finished in May. Jagdtiger production would be transferred to the Jung firm in
Jungenthal which was expected to begin production without delay. How Jung was to
achieve this when they had not built a single armoured vehicle was of no concern to
Hitler.'”’

Luckily for the plants involved, Hitler’s plan never came to fruition. Instead the
February Panzer Notprogramm superseded it, calling for an end to production in April
1945, with 150 vehicles finished. This plan was more rational but was, like the programs
plans for the Tiger II, overtaken by events. Nibelungenwerk was bombed again on March
23" 1945, ensuring that the plant could finish only three vehicles that month. Despite
these setbacks the Nibelungenwerk was still committed to manufacturing Jagdtigers when
it was occupied by the Red Army on May 9™. Through the chaos and confusion of late
war production, only seventy-nine Jagdtigers were completed representing a considerable

expenditure of effort for very few vehicles.'®® The production of the Jagdtiger provides

166 Spielberger, Doyle and Jentz, Heavy Jagdpanzer, 168.
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further evidence of the effect of Allied bombing on production, though the capacity to the
plant to recover and continue manufacturing until the last days of the war is a testament
to the restorative capabilities of German industry even at the very end of the war.

The production of the Tiger Family from 1942 to 1945 illustrates several key
aspects of the German economy during the war. First and foremost, production was
reasonably effective, as vehicles were still produced in quantity despite Allied bombing.
While the dispersed nature of production did create additional hurdles late in the war as
the Allies increasingly targeted Germany’s transportation network, it nevertheless proved
to be a system that could, until the fall of 1944, generally provide the Heer with the
number of tanks it requested. It also shows the limited effectiveness of strategic bombing
until late in the war quite clearly. The bombing had little impact on Tiger production until
late 1944, when the Combined Bomber Offensive reached its height. Even then, when the
Allies could send vast fleets of heavy bombers over Germany day and night, the damage
they could inflict was never enough to halt production. As the Nibelungenwerk proved,
the Germans were still able to marshal the resources and labour necessary to repair
damaged factories right up to the end of the war. Thus strategic bombing was unable to
prevent the production of the Tiger “family” only hamper it.

The Burden of Tiger Production for the German Economy
and the Question of Alternatives

Impressive as the German production of the “Tiger “family” was, the question
remains whether this productive effort was worthwhile. One way to answer this question
to examine what might have been produced instead. The production of the “Tiger family”

represented an effort to overcome Germany’s quantitative weakness through superior
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quality. This effort was compromised by the inherent inefficiency of the German
economy, which prevented even the greatly expanded wartime economy from closing the
quantitative gap between Germany and her foes. It was further compromised by the
nature of the Tigers themselves. While they did embody Germany’s pursuit of quality
over quantity, their unreliability and lack of replacement vehicles owing to their expense
did not allow the Germans to field enough of them to even begin to overcome the Allies
quantitative advantage. Had the Germans focused on producing a few types of less
complex vehicles, more vehicles could have been produced until the effects of strategic
bombing and Germany’s territorial losses began to curtail large scale production in the
summer and fall of 1944. The efforts by Speer to create a more efficient production
program like this including Panzer Notprogramm of February 1945 came too late to have
any real impact.

After six years of war, German industry furnished the Wehrmacht with 44,688
AFVs. Of those 2,021 were Tigers, or variants of. These numbers were quite impressive,
given that in 1939 only 787 AFVs had been manufactured.'®® Impressive as German
production figures were, they paled in comparison to that of the Allies. While the
Germans exceeded the 33,356 AFVs produced by the British and the Commonwealth, the
Soviets, produced 107,359 AFVs and the Americans another 99,035, dwarfing the
Germans production.'”

The vast gulf between German and Allied AFV production, which was
emblematic of the gap that existed across the economies themselves, was the result of

several factors. Unlike the Allies, the Germans were unable to maintain a long-term, high

169 Zaloga, Armored Champion, 600.
170 Tbid, 597-604.
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volume bombing campaign against the Allies, as they lacked long range heavy bombers
to strike the British Midlands (their Ruhr) and the Soviet factories relocated beyond the
Urals, to say nothing of the United States, which was all but immune to air attack with

the technology of the time.'”!

The Allies also possessed a much greater pool of resources
to draw upon. To use steel as an example, by 1944, the Allies produced between them
110 million tons. By contrast the Germans produced only 28.1 million tons.'”* Allied
economies also benefited from better management, especially in terms of efficient
centralization. While centralization took different forms in different countries, they
arrived at similar results. The Americans initially found that production was hindered by
multiple, competing agencies but by May 1943 they had consolidated much of their
economy under the Office of War Mobilization. While this office had a considerable
bureaucratic footprint, it nevertheless lacked the overwhelming array of committees and
sub committees that turned Speer’s Ministry into a bureaucratic hell.'”® Thus the
Americans were able to reduce infighting, allowing for more effective prioritization

overall. They were then able to produce more than twice the number of AFVs produced

by the Germans.'™* Richard Overy summed things up well, noting that the “huge disparity
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in weapons was due not only to American rearmament and Soviet revival, but also to the
inability of their enemies to make the most of the resources they had”.'”

Allied production also benefited from a radically different overall design
philosophy. Recognizing their superior resources and manufacturing capability, the Allies
focused on weapons to win a war of long duration, including the vast bomber forces that
inflicted great damage upon the German economy. By contrast the Germans focused on a
“maximization of specific kinds of short term military power”, be it fighters and bombers
in the summer of 1940 or Panzers in the winter and spring of 1943, during the Adolf
Hitler Panzer Programme.'’® This German philosophy suited a military used to fighting
short wars but robbed the economy of stable long term prioritization that proved so
effective to the Allies.'”’

These philosophies were also present in tanks. The Panzer III and Panzer IV were
vehicles comparable in quality to their Allied counterparts (at least until 1941) and were
designed for mass production, where as late war German tanks were not. The Panther and
the Tigers were designed to be qualitatively superior to their Allied counterparts. As seen
with the Tigers, this element of their design was partly a reflection of Hitler’s personal
views on Panzer design, as well as a quest to create the “best” tanks available. It also
reflected a realistic appraisal of Germany’s industrial position. Despite the best efforts of

Todt and Speer, the Allies, with their focus on building a large number of simpler, though

175 Richard Overy, Why the Allies Won, (London: Random House Books, 2006), ebook,
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by no means less effective tanks, were out producing them. So prioritization of quality in
the hopes of mitigating the Allies quantitative advantage seemed to make sense- after all
quality had trumped quantity in France and in the Soviet Union early in the war. There
were however a number of problems with this idea.'”™

While the Germans aimed to prioritize fighting efficiency over numbers, it instead
created an emphasis on “technical virtuosity for its own sake”.'” Rather than producing
the Panzer IV ausf. G, at a unit cost of 125,000 Reichmarks (RM)", the emphasis was
placed on the costlier 176,000 RM Panther and 321,000 RM Tiger IL.'*° For the cost of
one Tiger II, 2.6 Panzer IV ausf. Gs could be built. Thus 1,279 Panzer IV ausf. Gs could
have been built for the cost of the 492 Tiger II’s completed. A 1944 Panzer division with
one Panzer Regiment, contained two Panzer Abteilungen, one with 79 Panthers and the
other with 81 Panzer I'Vs. 15.8 Panzer IV- equipped Panzer Abteilungen could have been

81 Thus the Germans were left with

created for the cost of the Tiger II’s total production.
a few tanks of dubious superiority, rather than a greater number of tanks that had rough
parity with their foes.

The great cost of producing the Tigers ensured that their losses would be much

more difficult to replace than the Allies. One example comes from Operation Goodwood,
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on July 18", 1944. Goodwood was one of the many efforts by the British 21 Army
Group to breakout of the Normandy bridgehead. In this instance, three British armoured

11" and Guards Armoured, ran afoul of the Germans defences, among

divisions, the 7
them being the Tiger’s of schwere Panzer Abteilung 503. After three days the Tigers and
the rest of the German defenders had destroyed over 400 British tanks (at this stage in the
war these losses represented the entire inventory of two and a half Panzer divisions).'®
As devastating as these losses were, the British quickly made them good. The Guards
Armoured Division and the 7" were both back at full strength and ready for Operation
Spring on the 25™, less than a week after the debacle of Goodwood. By contrast schwere
Panzer Abteilung 503 lost thirteen Tigers, (effectively an entire company) and these
losses were not made good until the end of the Normandy Campaign when the Abteilung
returned to Germany.'®’

Indeed, the Normandy Campaign on the whole, demonstrated the dangers of the
Tigers expense, which prevented easy replacement of losses. Three schwere Panzer
Abteilungen served in Normandy, schwere Panzer Abteilung 503, as well as schwere SS
Panzer Abteilungen 101 and 102. A total of 135 Tiger Is and 45 Tiger II’s saw service in
Normandy. Only three tanks would survive the campaign. Reinforcements were few, with
only the twenty-eight Tiger II’s of 1.SS 101 and 3.503 arriving after the Abteilung began

to fight. Both Kompanien had been reduced to a handful of operational vehicles before

returning to Germany to retrain on the new tank, but no replacements came for their
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equally decimated comrades.'®*

Thus the majority of the 175 Tigers that participated in
the campaign were there at the start and were lost before the end, not to be replaced until
the remnants of the units returned to Germany. The expense of the vehicle led to their
low production numbers, and this had very real effects on Abteilungen operational
effectiveness, especially as campaigns dragged on.

Another issue that impacted operational effectiveness was the supply of spare
parts, which was an issue throughout the war. Part of the issue was logistical, as the
Germans far flung military operations put enormous strain on their supply lines. For
example, in September 1943, schwere Panzer Abteilung 503 lamented that urgently
needed spare parts took six weeks to reach them, an eternity for units engaged in near

185
constant combat.

The other issue, and by far the larger one had to do with their
production. Production of spare parts was at best, conducted at a ratio of one to one. Thus
for each finished tank, one engine, one transmission, etc. would also be produced as
spares. This ratio was woefully inadequate, especially for items like engines and
transmissions which needed to be replaced more frequently. Todt and Speer recognized
that production of spare parts was important and by 1943, their rationalization efforts
ensured that between twenty five to thirty percent of components produced were reserved

for spare parts.'*®
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This was a definite improvement, but production of spare parts remained
inadequate. As with many other things in the Third Reich, some of the blame must fall
upon Adolf Hitler. Guderian impressed upon Speer the importance of spare parts as a
means to cheaply maintain large Panzer forces, at a fraction of the cost required to
complete finished vehicles. Hitler was not convinced and remained fixated on production
of finished vehicles, especially since the increase in spare parts production that Guderian
wanted could be obtained only with a twenty percent cut in new AFV production.'®’
Since Hitler’s will had been clearly expressed in favor of finished production there was
little room to increase production of spare parts.

This preference for production of finished vehicles made the spare part situation
worse as Allied bombing intensified. Shortages were worsened not only by damage to
factories where much needed components were manufactured but because shortfalls in
production were made up by cutting into the supply of spare parts. In the summer of
1944, Maybach had cut its allotment of spare engines to fifteen percent and by autumn it
was down to just eight percent.'®®

The effect of the shortage of spare parts on schwere Panzer Abteilung was
significant even before Allied bombing began to seriously impact production in 1944.
From July 5™ to September 21% 1943, schwere Panzer Abteilung 503 recorded 240 Tigers

going to the Panzerwerkstatt Kompanie (Tank Repair Company) for repairs (given that

the unit had an allotted strength of forty five Tigers, each Tiger was sent back for repairs
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at least five times). During this period, 275, 919 kilograms of spare parts were used by
the Abteilung, most of which were not readily available to the unit. This included twenty
five replacement engines and thirty new gearboxes which had to be shipped to the unit.
What was worse was that the unit was still awaiting delivery of another twenty-eight
engines and thirty-eight gearboxes when the report was filed on October 10", 1943. At
this point the unit was still waiting on parts to refurbish thirty-nine Tigers, the majority of
the unit. Given these shortages it is hardly surprising that the unit found that its average
daily strength was just ten Tigers.'®

The shortage of spare parts was further exacerbated by the other major problem
that the Tiger’s complexity created, the vehicles poor mechanical reliability. Many of
these problems could be traced to the drive train, as the engine and transmission were not
adequate to support these vehicles, be it the 56-ton Tiger I or the 75-ton Jagdtiger. Alfred
Rubbel, a Tiger commander from schwere Panzer Abteilung 503 wrote that:

The engine did not take well to overloading. It’s longevity in service was limited.

Assuring availability for operations demanded a great deal of technical

understanding and hard work from our drivers. The maintenance sections and the

workshop were constantly in demand. I remember how I always kept one ear free

to listen to the engine when road marching as a tank commander.'”

Failure to carefully manage these engines would result in disaster. One of the best

examples of the calamities that could befall any Tiger unit that failed to keep the
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weaknesses of their engines and transmissions in mind comes from the Italian Front. On
May 23" 1944, 3.508 was ordered to deploy around the town of Cisterna south of Rome
to halt the Allied drive on the city which had begun the day before. The Kompanie had
sixteen Tigers, two more than its allotted strength. Over the next three days they would
lose all but one of their vehicles. All were lost to mechanical failures, often while trying
to tow previously disabled Tigers, in an action that captured members of Kompanie
considered “penny wise and pound foolish”.'” The loss of an entire company was
compounded by the Tigers scarcity in the Italian theatre as the 508 was the sole schwere
Panzer Abteilung available (schwere Panzer Abteilung 504 would not arrive until June
1944), so the losses represented one third of the Tigers in the Italian theatre, all lost in
just three days.'”*

Consequently, the Tiger I and the Tiger II which shared its predecessors strengths
and weaknesses, were individually more than a match for the American M4 Sherman and
the Soviet T-34, but the Tiger’s high costs, low production numbers and unreliability
ensured that the schwere Panzer Abteilungen would rarely have sufficient tanks to fill
their Kompanien. Even if the units could have been maintained at a high rate of
operational readiness, as Operation Goodwood showed, the Allies ability to replace their

losses far outstripped the Germans ability to inflict them. In total 48,900 Shermans and
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55,660 T-34’s were produced before the war’s end. The Tiger’s superiority was not
sufficient to overcome such a numerical disadvantage.'”

The warring powers may have only devoted an average of seven percent of their
industrial might to AFV’s, but Germany’s seven percent allowed her to produce only
44,688 of them, while the Allies produced 239,750 with theirs.'” Given this massive
disparity it is clear that Todt and Speer had failed utterly in the task of producing the
means to defeat the Allies. While the production of the various members of the Tiger
family was reasonably effective, it was hampered both internally and externally. Allied
bombing ensured that many Tigers would never be built as the tanks themselves and the
resources needed to build them, were destroyed. In broader economic terms, Todt and
Speer’s efforts at rationalization, consolidation and centralization enhanced, rather than
diminished the infighting that had hampered the German economy before the war and the
lack of clear and consistent priorities created even more problems as production lines
were constantly reorganized to meet new demands. In many respects, the increases in
production that the Germans were able to achieve were not the result of any kind of
managerial brilliance from Todt or Speer but were instead the result of greater production

195

of raw materials and ruthless exploitation of a vast army of forced labour. ™ In the end

though, the question of whether the resources poured into these expensive, labour and
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resource intensive vehicles were worthwhile could only be answered on the field of

battle.
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Chapter 4: In Mud, Sand and Snow: Early Deployments of the

Tiger I in the Soviet Union and North Africa, September 1942-May 1943.

In September 1942, schwere Panzer Abteilung 502 of Army Group North would
be the first unit to use the Tiger in combat. In January 1943, schwere Panzer Abteilung
503 would see its first combat with Army Group Don as the Army Group retreated
towards the Donets to escape oncoming Soviet forces eager to deal further blows to the
Germans after the encirclement of the Sixth Army at Stalingrad. Meanwhile, in North
Africa schwere Panzer Abteilung 501 would see its first combat against the western
Allies in December 1942. The actions of these Abteilungen seemingly vindicated the
Tiger’s design, especially to the converted. In reality however, their operations
demonstrated the Tiger’s weaknesses far better than its strengths. Individually, the
Tiger’s armour and 8.8cm Kwk 36 L/56 gun more than proved themselves against the
Allies weapons, but their overall deployments were far less successful. The 502 would
deploy its Tigers in marshy terrain where a number of Tigers were lost, including one
captured intact by the Soviets. With a Tiger of their own, the surprise and shock value of
the Tiger against the Soviets had, to some extent been lost, with little to show for it. In
January, the 503’s operations with Army Group Don were tactical successes but
unreliable vehicles and doctrinal weaknesses undermined these. In just two weeks of
operations the 503 would find itself able to only field a handful of vehicles, an early sign
of the toll that repeated combat, a lack of regular maintenance and the vehicle’s
unreliability would have on the unit’s fighting strength. Their successes were
overshadowed by the older, more mobile Panzer IIls and IVs of Herman Balck’s 11"

Panzer Division, which ultimately saved Army Group Don from being cut off and
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destroyed. Balck’s success demonstrated that for all of the Tiger’s vaunted combat
power, it was the traditional Panzer’s emphasis on speed, surprise and aggression that
was truly decisive. In North Africa, the Tigers of the 501 and the 504 were similarly
affected by the vehicles poor reliability and proved incapable of turning the tide in favor
of the Germans.

In Mud and Snow: The Tigers Initial Operations in the Soviet Union

As the first Tigers came off the assembly line at Henschel in the summer of 1942

they had to be organized for combat. During the May 26, 1941 meeting, which had
outlined Hitler’s requirements for Germany’s heavy tanks, he described the intended
deployment of these vehicles. He envisioned each Panzer division having twenty of these

new tanks to act in a spearhead role.'*®

The first two schwere Panzer Kompanien (heavy
tank companies), formed in February 1942, would be designed to fulfill Hitler’s wishes
but by the spring of 1942 the plan had changed dramatically."’ It became clear that with
production of the Tiger being delayed until the end of the summer, there was no way to
make Hitler’s request a reality. Equipping the twenty Panzer divisions that the Heer had
in 1941 with a schwere Panzer Kompanie, would have required 400 Tigers, which given
the Tigers actual production would have meant that every division could only be fully
equipped in July 1943 when 405 Tigers had been built.'”® This number left no room for

training tanks or the replacement of losses, to say nothing of further expansion of the

Panzerwaffe.
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The revised plan was to form the Tigers into schwere Panzer Abteilungen to make
the best use of these scarce vehicles. The Abteilungen would be assigned by OKH to
whichever army or corps required them the most. As a result, the limited number of
Tigers could be deployed at crucial points to either fulfill their original breakthrough role
or reinforce the defence of a particularly embattled area. The Tigers would thus shift
rapidly from being a general force multiplier that any Panzer division could call upon to
instead be a more elite unit, employed only in the most crucial of circumstances.'”’

As the first schwere Panzer Abteilungen were being created in the summer of
1942, Hitler became increasingly anxious to employ Germany’s new heavy tanks and
demonstrate the correctness of his design philosophy. Albert Speer recalled: “He regaled
us with vivid descriptions of how the Soviet 7.7 [7.62] centimeter antitank guns which
penetrated our Panzer IV front armour even at sizable distances, would fire shot after shot
in vain, and how finally the Tiger would roll over the antitank gun nests”.*** When 1.502
was ready, it was sent to Army Group North to support planned operations around
Leningrad along with the Abteilung headquarters and the Panzerwerkstatt Kompanie in
September 1942. This plan was subject to a great deal of criticism by many generals,
especially Heinz Guderian. Much of their criticism stemmed from the marshy terrain in
which operations were to be conducted. In such conditions, the heavy Tiger’s would be
confined to roads to avoid becoming bogged down. Confined to roads, the Tigers would
be easy targets for Soviet antitank guns and Guderian did not share Hitler’s belief in the
Tiger’s invulnerability. Guderian also criticized the limited deployment of these new

machines. “A lesson learned from the First World War had taught us that it is necessary
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to be patient about committing new weapons and that they must be held back until they
are being produced in such quantities as to allow their employment in mass”.*"!

Despite Guderian’s well-known and vocal criticisms of the early deployment of
the Tiger’s, Hitler ordered it anyway. The first combat deployment on September 16"
1942 with four Tigers (All that had arrived up to that point) was a success. The Tigers
were able to defeat dug in infantry and artillery, with the 8.8cm Kwk 36 L/56 gun
performing well and the armour was not penetrated by any Soviet fire. So a larger attack
was ordered for the 22™. This attack, supported by a Zug (Platoon) of Panzer IIls and the
men of the 170" Infantry Division was not a success. One Panzer III was lost, three of the
four Tigers suffered damage to their gun barrels and the leading Tiger burned out and
was abandoned (efforts to recover it failed and it was destroyed on November 25 202

Worse was to come. On January 18", 1943, while breaking out of Schliisselberg,
to avoid being encircled by Soviet forces conducting Operation Iskra (Spark), one Tiger
was fired on and the inexperienced driver attempted to turn around to get away.
Unfortunately, his efforts sent the Tiger off the road and into a swamp. The crew was
then killed trying to escape the bogged down vehicle. Afterwards the Soviets were able to
recover the Tiger and by May, the Soviets had completed their analysis of the Tiger.

Their analysis identified the Tiger’s weakest points, a “shell trap* between the turret and

the hull, the gun itself and hits on the drive train at a thirty-degree angle, which would
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202 Jentz, Germany'’s Tiger Tanks: Tiger I & II: Combat Tactics, 38-39. Schneider, Tigers
in Combat I, 173-175.
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destroy the brakes and multiple road wheels.”” Analysis identified the 85mm anti-aircraft
gun, as well as the 122mm and 152mm howitzers as the three weapons capable of
penetrating the new German tank and plans were made to fit these weapons in AFVs.
These efforts would not bear fruit until February 1943 with the introduction of the
SU-152, followed by the SU-122 and SU-76 (The SUs were a series of casemate tank
destroyers and assault guns mounting a variety of weapons, with the number after the

204
Even before more powerful

name referring to the caliber of weapon) and the T-34/85.
weapons were available, information on the Tiger was rapidly circulated within the Red
Army. While it would take the Soviets several months to fully uncover the Tiger’s
secrets, Guderian was vindicated. “The results were not only heavy, unnecessary
casualties, but also the loss of secrecy and of the element of surprise for future
operations”.**

The Tigers deployed to Army Group Don were part of an effort to protect the
remnants of the German southern wing after the encirclement of the 6™ Army at
Stalingrad. They had to protect the vital transportation hub at Rostov long enough for
Army Group A to withdraw from the Caucuses, shoring up the German position.*’® By

the time schwere Panzer Abteilung 503 arrived in the Rostov area in January 1943 the

situation was very fluid, with the Germans occupying only a series of strongpoints and
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blocking points in an effort to stall the Soviet advance. In this situation the Abteilung was
employed primarily as a counterattacking force. While this was not the offensive
breakthrough role the Tiger was intended for, the Tiger’s heavy armour and powerful
gun, made them useful additions, destroying key defensive positions and enemy tanks.”"’
The most important operation by the Abteilung came on January 9*. The
Abteilung assisted 11 (2™ Abteilung or Battalion). Panzergrenadier Regiment 128, in its
attack on the village of Vessely, but only eleven Tigers were available, a far cry from the
seventeen that had been available just three days earlier.””® The absent vehicles had not
been destroyed but were simply down for maintenance, and while this fact was of some
comfort for the unit in the future, it did little for the immediate situation and spoke to the
underlying mechanical unreliability of the Tiger. Vessely’s defenders were determined
and well supported, throwing back three German assaults and while the 503 destroyed
eight T-34s this was poor compensation for their own losses. Two Tigers were lost and
only one of the surviving Tigers was still operational at the end of the day. Two of them
were so badly damaged that they were returned to Germany, after they each suffered over

two hundred hits.?*

This heavy damage reflected a Soviet tendency to fire all available
weapons at a Tiger. It was a tendency borne not out of desperation but an understanding

that while many light weapons, including the 45mm M1937 anti-tank gun could not

penetrate the Tigers armour, these weapons could still damage sensitive components
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including vision blocks and running gear, ideally disabling the vehicle and making it
easier to destroy with heavier weapons.*'’

The Soviets gave the Tigers armour a thorough testing and it’s survivability
would be trumpeted in the Tiger’s manual, the Tigerfibel. It would declare “[The Tiger]
Will withstand anything!”*'' Thus the legend of the Tiger’s invincibility was born. This
statement ignored the fact that Soviet fire had been sufficient to halt the attack that the
Tigers had participated in.*'* So while it’s armour was vindicated, it was also clear that
the Soviets had found ways to negate the effectiveness of the few Tigers available, even
if their ability to reliably dispatch them was still limited at this juncture.

On the 17" of January the Tigers were beginning to withdraw towards Rostov as
the Soviets advance made the positions they had fought for earlier in the month
untenable. As schwere Panzer Abteilung 503 made its way back towards the Don the
Soviets were ready to try and destroy the still retreating Army Group A and deal a severe
blow to Army Group Don. Their plan was to create a bridgehead on the western bank of
the Manych River, at Manychskaya, near the Manych junction with the Don River. From
there it was just forty kilometers to the main bridgehead over the Don at Bataisk, Army
Group A’s main escape route. On the 22", the Soviets gained their desired bridgehead.
At this point the Tigers of the 503, representing the most powerful tanks in the world,
could do absolutely nothing. Two weeks of hard fighting and constant movement, had

prevented much of the necessary routine maintenance the Tigers required, and only two
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were still operational out of twenty-four. Even if every vehicle had been ready for action,
Rostov was too far for the slow, heavy tanks to be sent roaring across the steppe to the
rescue.’"’

So the task of saving Army Group A would fall not to the new wonder weapons,
but to the old workhorses, the Panzer IlIs and Vs of Generalleutnant (Lieutenant
General) Herman Balck’s 11™ Panzer Division. Balck and his division were accustomed
to this role as they had spent the previous month holding a line along the Chir River
against the forces of the 5 Tank Army- acting as a “fire brigade” for the XLVIII Panzer
Corps in what Denis Showalter described as “an example of staff work, willpower, and
tactical skill still legitimately cited as among the greatest divisional battles ever
fought”.*'* In these battles, Balck came “tearing down on the enemy with the whole
weight of his armour in accordance with the old maxim, Nicht kleckern, sondern klotzen
[‘Don’t slap them, punch them’, a variation on ‘boot’em don’t splatter them’]”.*"’

Balck would apply the same principles to the Soviet bridgehead at Manychskaya,
even though by this point his division could only muster thirty tanks at best. On the 23,
Balck pushed back the leading elements of 3 Guards Tank Brigade to Manychskaya
itself. Three attacks launched by the Germans were repulsed and for the next day Balck
had a new plan to defeat the Soviets. As before, the Germans began by bombarding the
northeastern part of the town, then assaulting it with armoured cars and halftracks. Once

the Soviet brigade’s tanks had left their positions in the south of town to counter the

German feint, the artillery switched to the south of Manychskaya, Balck’s true target. The
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Panzers roared in, striking the Soviets in the rear. Outmaneuvered and badly battered in
the bargain, 3" Guards Tank Brigade withdrew back over the Manych. Twenty Soviet
tanks were lost and the brigade suffered between 500-600 casualties. 11" Panzer by
contrast suffered only one man killed and fourteen wounded. Balck’s excellent attack
pushed the Soviets off balance, convincing them that a full strength Panzer division lay
before them, not Balck’s badly depleted force. With the Soviets reverting to the
defensive, Army Group A was able to complete its withdrawal on the 31* as the last units
of First Panzer Army reached safety.*'®

Balck’s victory at Manychskaya was a triumph that further cemented his
reputation as a “born leader of armour”, but in a larger sense it was also a further
vindication of the traditional German Panzer doctrine.*'” Even when badly outnumbered,
speed, surprise and aggression could win the day, provided the Panzers were well led. By
contrast, while the Tigers of the 503 had performed well, destroying at least thirty-nine
Soviet tanks, with only two Tiger’s lost outright, their overall impact had been limited

and fleeting.*'®

The Tiger’s were a powerful force multiplier for counterattacks but
lacked the speed and reliability that allowed the Panzer IIIs and IVs to have a decisive
impact on the campaign.*'’

In the Sand: The Tigers in North Africa

The operations of the Tigers in North Africa lacked the dramatic contrast between

the operations of the new heavy tank and the old mediums provided by the operations
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with Army Group Don. Nevertheless, the Tigers performance in Tunisia from December
1942 to May 1943 reflected the same strengths and weaknesses that had been
encountered in the Soviet Union. Schwere Panzer Abteilung 501 was the first of two
Abteilungen sent to reinforce the Deutsch-Italienische Panzerarmee (German- Italian
Armoured Army) in November 1943. When the unit arrived the situation was particularly
perilous. In November the Axis had suffered two devastating blows in quick succession.
In the east, on November 4th, they had lost the 2" Battle of El Alamein to Lieutenant
General Bernard Montgomery’s g Army and in the west, on the Sth, Operation Torch,
the first major successful Allied amphibious landing of the war saw a combined British
and American army invade Algeria and Morocco.”*® The Tigers of the 501 would be part
of an effort to restore the situation in North Africa, halting the Allies two-pronged
convergence on Tunisia.

The first elements of the 501 arrived in Tunis on November 23rd, 1942 and the
Abteilung would see piecemeal deployments until the new year. This was the result of
both the strained logistical situation faced by the Axis, especially as Allied aircraft and
submarines took a heavy toll on the ships needed to sustain the Panzerarmee and the
precarious position of the entire army. The unit’s first action came on December 1%, with
just three Tigers of 1.501. This initial action was part of General der Panzertruppen
Walter Nehring’s efforts to protect the vital port of Tunis by attacking Allied forces in the
Tebourba area just thirty two kilometers from the city. Nehring’s plan was to employ four

Kampfgruppen attacking from three directions. While Kampfgruppe Koch fixed the
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Allies attention from the south, Kampfgruppen Liider and Hudel would strike from the
north. The fourth Kampfgruppe, Djedeida was to launch attacks from the east. The three
Tigers of 1.501 were split between Kampfgruppe Liider and Djedeida for the initial
attack, with Liider receiving one Tiger and Djedeida the remaining two. The initial attack
met with a great deal of success. Kampfgruppen Liider and Hudel successfully attacked
from the north driving back the American units in front of them. They also repulsed a
counterattack by two British armoured battalions, the 17" and 21* Lancers, with five
Crusader tanks destroyed, though it is unclear if the Tigers accounted for any of these
vehicles.”'

Much more can be said about the Tigers attached to Kampfgruppe Djedeida.
According to the units after action report the attack was carried out under heavy artillery
fire. Then the Tigers engaged a group of General Lee tanks (American tanks also
supplied to the British with a 7Smm gun in a hull sponson and a 37mm gun in the turret)
at 100 meters. At this range the British tanks could not penetrate the Tigers side armour,
but the Germans had no trouble penetrating the Allied tanks. Once two of the General
Lees were destroyed, the rest withdrew.”*

This initial attack in North Africa was far more auspicious than the Tigers first
action in the Soviet Union back in September, though one Tiger was taken out of the
fight by engine failure. Nevertheless, the tank’s armour and gun had more than proven
themselves against the western Allies. That said, the overall German effort was less
successful. The attack by Kampfgruppen Liider and Hudel had stalled between the

Tebourba Gap and Teboubra and while the Tigers had bested the General Lees of the 2™
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Battalion of the Hampshire Regiment, the British still held their line, though not for long.
By December 3", Tebourba had fallen and while the Tigers were deployed only in small
numbers, they were nevertheless welcome force multipliers for the German attacks.*>’

After a number of other small-scale operations in December, January would see
the first major deployment of the 501 in Operation Eilbote 1 (Messenger). Eilbote was
designed to protect the lines of communication between Tunis and Rommel’s Afrika
Korps (Africa Corps), still operating on the eastern flank of the Panzerarmee by attacking
Allied forces between Enfidaville and Sousse. While this operation would be the first
major deployment of the unit, as the first vehicles of 2.501 finally arrived, it did not
represent a deployment of Tigers en masse. Only nine were available for the operation
out of nineteen Tigers in the entire theatre. The rest were either awaiting repairs or were
still being unloaded at Tunis. Vehicles in the former category would prove to be
especially problematic for the Abteilung however as the Panzerwerkstatt Kompanie had
not yet arrived, leaving repairs in the hands of the smaller and less well equipped
Panzerwerkstatt Zug (Tank Repair Platoon) that were attached to each Kompanie.
Repairs were also hampered by an especially acute shortage of spare parts caused by the
Allied interdiction of Axis supplies.** Four Tigers of 2.501 were assigned to
Kampfgruppe Weber, which would handle the initial breakthrough of the Allied line,
allowing Kampfgruppe Liider, with five Tigers of 1.501 to exploit the initial

breakthrough.**
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The initial attacks by Kampfgruppe Weber were successful but while previous
attacks had struck Allied positions that were often poorly equipped to repulse tank
attacks, especially by the new Tigers, the Allies had ample time to prepare their ground
and had seeded the area with large quantities of landmines. While the attack was a
success, with the attached Pionier Zug (Pioneer Platoon) clearing over 100 mines, the
mines still exacted a high price on the understrength unit. One Tiger suffered
transmission damage and another Tiger, as well as three Panzer I1Is were disabled by
mines.

With the success of the initial attack, Kampfgruppe Liider continued their attack,
the next day capturing their objective, the crossroads outside El Glib. Unfortunately for
the Abteilung, Allied mines continued to take their toll, with two more Tigers disabled.**’
Kampfgruppe Liider may have been fairly successful, but two Tigers from 2.501,
protecting the right flank of the Kampfgruppe were not. A subsequent British report
described the action where two Tigers, and six Panzer Ills, were engaged from the left
side of the Robaa Road. The German tanks were engaged by multiple 6 pounder (57mm)
anti tank guns at ranges varying between 900 to 576 meters. At these ranges the British
guns made short work of the Panzer IlIs and were also successful in knocking out the
Tigers.”*®

German reports corroborate much of this account, describing both Tigers as

having burst into flames after being hit, though they record the loss of only four Panzer

IIIs, suggesting that several may have been fired upon and claimed by multiple British
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guns.”*’The Germans were subsequently able to recover the second Tiger after nightfall

but the first tank, Tiger 231 remained in place until destroyed by British engineers who
feared its recapture. While the vehicle was destroyed before a thorough examination
could be completed, examining the wreck and especially the hull armour, which was
intact, did allow the British to develop a good assessment of the effectiveness of their
anti-tank weapons against the new German tank. They concluded that the 6-pounder
could not penetrate the Tiger from the front. Firing two rounds at the front plate at 300
yards (274 meters) failed to penetrate the 100mm frontal armour. Thus the Tigers had to
be engaged, as they were in this instance, from the flanks. This conclusion was proven by
the Germans, as analysis of the second Tiger, which they had recovered showed twenty-
four hits by 6-pounder rounds. Of those, only five penetrated the Tigers armour and all
were fired at the sides of the vehicle. None of the rounds, which struck the front of the
tank penetrated.*” It was this series of tests, and examination of another Tiger, captured
in March 1943, that would spur the British to develop the 17 pounder (76.2mm) anti-tank
gun, which would be capable of penetrating the Tiger from the front.”'

While the British had gotten the better of the engagement on the 20", both in
terms of vehicles destroyed and knowledge gained, the overall German attack by
Kampfgruppe Liider had been successful and the Tigers would remain in the area until

the 25‘h, to hold their gains. Nevertheless, the 501 found, as had the 503 before them and

every schwere Panzer Abteilung would find subsequently, that repeated use had a rapid
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and disastrous effect on the number of operational vehicles. The unit’s after action report
records an average of just three Tigers operational per day during this operation and by
the 25", “The fact that only one Tiger out of nine was still fully operational and two or
three others were conditionally operational at the end of the operation should not be
disregarded”.”** After five months in combat, the Tiger had established its reputation as
one whose lack of mechanical reliability had a serious impact on their operational
readiness.

These operations also demonstrated that the Allies were beginning to develop
effective counters to the Tigers. The heavy Allied use of minefields was the most
prominent example, and while the 501 did prove that a sufficient number of Tigers could
simply “bull through” a minefield, simply accepting casualties, their ability to wear down
Tiger formations would continue to make them useful throughout the war. It is also worth
nothing here that unlike the Allies, who invested heavily in mine clearance tanks,
utilizing either rollers or flail drums, the Germans continued to rely either on highly
vulnerable Pionier units or simply charging through them until the wars end, especially as
efforts to clear mines with remote controlled explosive carriers at Kursk were not

233 1t was also clear that Allied anti-

particularly successful or feasible on a large scale.
tank guns like the 6 pounder may not have had sufficient power to overcome the Tiger’s

formidable front armour, but tactical preference for flanking shots allowed these guns to

be used effectively against the vehicles thinner side armour. Consequently, like the
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Soviets, whatever initial shock value the Tigers appearance had quickly dissipated and
even though the Allies lacked a definite “Tiger Killer” at this juncture, they had
nevertheless rapidly adapted available weapons to defeat the new German heavy tank.

The story of the 501 in North Africa would come to an end in March, as the
eleven remaining Tigers were transferred to the newly arrived schwere Panzer Abteilung
504 on March 17", 1943.%* Schwere Panzer Abteilung 504 would have even less success
in Tunisia than the 501 had, participating in a number of small scale actions as the Axis
forces retreated towards Tunis, with the final elements of the Abteilung surrendering on
May 12 along with the rest of the Axis forces in North Africa. One incident is worth
discussing however, the capture of Tiger 131. On April 19, two Tigers were attached to
II1. Fallschirmjédger (Paratroop) Regiment 5 for an attack on Djebel Djaffa, codenamed
Operation Fliederbliite (Lilac Bloom). The attack met with little success and the Tigers
found themselves in combat with the Churchill Tanks of the 48™ Royal Tank Regiment
(RTR).

These British heavy tanks actually had more frontal armour than the Tiger, with
152mm thick vertical front plates, but the 6 pounder gun mounted to the Churchill Mk.
IV in use by the 48" RTR were certainly not particularly effective against the Tigers,
especially when compared to the Tiger’s 8.8cm Kwk 36 L/56 gun. Nevertheless the
Churchill’s of B Squadron, advancing in support of the defending battalion from the East
Surry Regiment were surprised to find the 504’s two Tigers behind a ridge. A close
quarters battle, fought at just 183 meters ensued. Two Churchill’s were quickly knocked

out, one of them providing ample evidence of the superiority of the Germans 8.8 cm gun
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as a round entered the hull machine gun position and ended up embedded in the engine,
which was hardly a glowing endorsement of the Churchill’s armour. Nevertheless the
British attack clearly caught the Germans by surprise, causing the crews of two Panzer
IIIs, one Panzer IV and Tiger 131 to abandon their vehicles, despite none taking serious
damage.” Like the Tiger of the 502 the Soviets recovered from the swamps around
Leningrad in January, Tiger 131 would provide the western Allies with invaluable
insights into the new German tank and was instrumental in understanding the vehicles
vulnerabilities. This knowledge and the 17 pounder gun would prove essential in Allied
successes against the Tiger, especially in Normandy in the summer of 19442

The early operations of the Tiger from September 1942 to May 1943 had been
generally poor in operational terms and with infrequent tactical successes. The 502 had
been unable to positively impact the Germans position around Leningrad and neither the
501 nor the 504 could tip the balance back in favor of the Axis in North Africa. Their
failures operationally were due partly to the shortage of Tigers, with none of three units
being able to field a full Abteilung during this period owning to low production numbers
and poor transport capability, though even full strength units would have been unlikely to
fare any better, especially in North Africa where the tide had turned decisively against the
Axis by the time the first Tigers of the 501 arrived. Tactically, the Tigers performed
much better, with their early engagements establishing the legendary reputation of both
its gun and armour. That said, these engagements also established the Tigers reputation

for unreliability just as well. This period did a great deal to create and dispel much of the
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Tigers mystique, as both the Soviets and British rapidly adapted their tactics to counter
the new German heavy tank, and more importantly, in the longer term, captured Tigers
spurred the development of more powerful weapons to combat these tanks.

Indeed the only thing that had not been sufficiently tested, with regards to the
Tiger, was its ability to carry out its intended breakthrough role, as even in its offensive
uses in North Africa, the schwere Panzer Abteilungen were considerably understrength
and were not operating at their full potential. The true test of the Tiger in its intended
role would come in July of 1943 at the famed Battle of Kursk, where the Tigers would
finally be tested on the offensive, with the full might of the Wehrmacht (Armed Forces)

to support them.



107

Chapter 5: Operation Zitadelle: The Tiger’s Greatest Test

The initial operations of the Tigers, both in the Soviet Union and in North Africa,
demonstrated the value of the vehicle in both the counter attack role, and in offensive
actions with limited scope. That said, German forces were overall too weak and the
Tigers too few to allow for their use in their intended breakthrough role. The Tiger would
get the opportunity to perform in this role on July 5™, 1943 with the launching of
Operation Zitadelle (Citadel) (also known as the Battle of Kursk).

Operation Zitadelle was designed to be the answer to the German strategic
dilemma in the East in 1943. After two years of heavy fighting the Wehrmacht no longer
had the strength to launch an offensive on the scale of the previous years Operation Blue,
to say nothing of another Barbarossa. Nevertheless the Germans still needed to stage
some kind of offensive in the East during 1943, to convince their wavering allies of the
continued supremacy of German arms, and partly to buy time. Destroying the Kursk
Salient would, if all went according to plan cause enough damage to the Red Army that
their inevitable summer offensives would have to be delayed.*’

This operation would be the only opportunity to use the Tigers en masse in their
intended role. The results were decidedly mixed. While the Tigers were able to facilitate
some German breaches in Soviet lines, especially when units were operating at close to
full strength, the rapid accumulation of losses meant that their overall effectiveness
declined rapidly. In a broader sense the Tigers were also hampered by the Germans’
numerical weakness and the Soviets numerical superiority, along with the depth of their

defences, which made it difficult to exploit whatever successes the Tigers were able to
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create. Not only had the Allies been able to learn how to deal with the Tiger, they had
also learned how to deal with German armoured tactics more broadly, which doubly
hampered the Tigers performance during the operation. Ultimately, the rapidly
diminishing strength of Tiger units and general German weakness in the summer of 1943
limited the Tigers effectiveness during Zitadelle.

The Tigers would play an important role in the offensive, with five units of them
taking part. Starting in the north, schwere Panzer Abteilung 505 had only been activated
in February and Zitadelle was their first major combat operation. The unit was attached to
XLVII Panzer Corps, which was to spearhead Generaloberst Walter Model’s attack in the
north. Unlike the rest of the Tiger units, the 505 started the operation understrength, as

3.505 was still being equipped and would not arrive until July 8%

Turning south,
Generaloberst Herman Hoth’s Fourth Panzer Army would contain the largest number of
Tigers across four schwere Panzer Kompanien. The first of these was 13.Panzer
Regiment Grofdeutschland (hereafter 13.GroBdeutschland), attached to the
GroB3deutschland Panzergrenadier Division, which was assigned to XLVIII Panzer Corps.
The other three were attached to the three divisions of II SS Panzer Corps. The 13.SS
Panzer Regiment 1 (hereafter 13.LSSAH or 13.Leibstandarte) of the 1% SS
Panzergrenadier Division, the Leibstandarte SS Adolf Hitler (Lifeguard SS Adolf Hitler),
8.SS Panzer Regiment 2 (hereafter 8.Das Reich) of the PAENN Panzergrenadier Division

Das Reich (The Empire) and 9.SS Panzer Regiment 3 (hereafter 9. Totenkopf) of the 31

SS Panzergrenadier Division Totenkopf (Deaths Head).>*

238 Schneider, Tigers in Combat I, 224.
239 Schneider, Tigers in Combat II, ebook, 71, 183, 244, 314.
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The independent companies attached to these elite divisions reflected partly their
status within the Wehrmacht but also the last vestiges of Hitler’s initial conception for the
use of the vehicles. As discussed in the previous chapter, Hitler intended each panzer
division to have a schwere Panzer Kompanie and while production realities made this
plan unworkable these elite divisions of the Heer and the Waffen SS were still permitted
to test the theory.** All of these Kompanien had been activated at the beginning of the
year and had been active in the recapture of Kharkov in March 1943, the culmination of
Generalfeldmarschall (Field Marshall) Erich von Manstein’s “backhand blow”.**!

While the schwere Panzer Kompanien operating with Fourth Panzer Army had
some experience, none had as much as the final unit to see combat during Zitadelle,
schwere Panzer Abteilung 503. Unlike the other Tiger units, the 503 was not assigned to
one of the principal assaulting corps. It was instead attached to III Panzer Corps in
Armee-Abteilung Kempf (Army Detachment, an ad hoc formation that was larger than a
corps but smaller than an army). Armee Abteilung Kempf was tasked with keeping pace
with II SS Panzer Corps on its left to protect the right flank of the SS divisions as they
advanced. It is this important role that would see the veterans of the 503 attached to what

was otherwise the periphery of the upcoming operation.***
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July 5™, 1943, the opening day of Operation Zitadelle was a day of mixed results
for the Tigers. Schwere Panzer Abteilung 505, attached to XLVII Panzer Corps, led
Model’s attack. The Abteilung acted as the spearhead for the 6™ Infantry Division.

The 6™ Infantry breeched the Soviet line and sent the Tigers forward. During the initial
advance to the Oka River they encountered the Soviet first line of defence. Among its
defenders was Lieutenant Vasiliy Krysov’s battery of SU-122 assault guns. His unit, the
1454™ Self Propelled Artillery Regiment was part of the Red Army’s growing arsenal of
anti-tank weapons capable of taking on the Tiger. As discussed in the previous chapter,
the 122mm M1938 (M-30) Howitzer had been identified as one of the few weapons in
the Soviet arsenal capable of effectively engaging the Tiger. To improve its mobility, it

243 .
These vehicles

was mounted on to a T-34 chassis to create an effective assault gun.
would disable two Tigers and while both were recovered, the action was a testament to
the effectiveness of new Soviet anti-tank weapons and the dissemination of information
regarding the Tiger’s weaknesses across the Red Army.**!

While the Soviets may have been better prepared to face the Tigers in 1943,
schwere Panzer Abteilung 505 continued to demonstrate their effectiveness. Once they

had driven off Krysov’s SU-122s with artillery and crossed the Oka River the division

was attacked by waves of T-34s. Here the Tigers proved their worth, as the waves of

243 Niklas Zetterling, and Anders Frankson, Kursk 1943: A Statistical Analysis, (New
York: Frank Cass, 2000), 69. Hill, The Red Army and the Second World War, 440.
244V asiliy Krysov, Panzer Destoryer: Memoirs of a Red Army Tank Commander,
translated by Vladimir Krouprnik, edited by Stuart Britton, (Barnsley: Pen & Sword
Books Ltd., 2010), ebook, 75-81. Upravlenie Komanduiushchego bronetankovimi...
Krasnoi armii. Naibolee uizazvime i porazhaemie mesta nemetskogo Tanka T-VI I
sposobi bor’bi s nim (Moscow: Voenizdat NKO SSSR, 1943?). TsAMO
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T-34s were broken up by highly accurate 8.8cm rounds. Forty-two T-34s were lost and
the division’s subsequent advance would cause the collapse of the Soviet 15™ Rifle
Division. With the collapse of this division, a hole was opened on the right flank of the
70™ Army. Unfortunately for the Germans, the 2™ Panzer Division was not slated to
begin its attack until the next day and was not ready to exploit this opportunity.**
Nevertheless schwere Panzer Abteilung 505 had been very successful. The Soviets front
had been breached, forty-two Soviet tanks had been destroyed and no Tigers were lost.**
On the 6™, the Tigers were instrumental in defeating a Soviet counterattack, with
the 107" Tank Brigade having the extreme misfortune of driving right into the them,
losing forty-six of their sixty-three tanks in less than fifteen minutes.**” With the Soviet
counterattack destroyed, the Panzers moved towards the key terrain feature in the
northern part of the Kursk Salient, the Olkhovatka Heights. Once this high ground passed
into German hands, the Panzers would break out onto the open plains on the way to
Kursk. The initial German assault on the heights was unsuccessful and eighteen Tigers

248

were damaged in the effort.” Repeated efforts to seize the heights over the coming days

would not only fail but would also exact a heavy toll on the Tigers of the 505. By the 8",

only three Tigers remained operational, leading to their withdrawal into XLVII Panzer

Oth 249

Corps reserve until the 1 This two-day reprieve allowed twelve tanks to rejoin the
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unit, a testament to the skills of the Panzerwerkstatt Kompanie. They were also joined by
the newly arrived tanks of 3.505. With these new tanks the 505 was ready to fight when

Model renewed his advance on the 10".2°°

Despite this boost in the units fighting power,
the attack was not a success as the 505 lost fifteen tanks. While all of them were
recovered and could be repaired, the unit was reduced to eleven vehicles, not even

enough to fill out a company.™"

1™ but had no more success then he had

Model would try one more time on the 1
the day before. To make matters worse, the Soviets had launched Operation Kutuzov, a
counteroffensive thrust towards the city of Orel, north of the salient. If Orel fell, then the
Ninth Army would be cut off and likely destroyed. So the northern attack of Zitadelle
came to an end. As Model withdrew his battered Panzer divisions to meet this new Soviet
threat the Tigers of the 505 remained on the defensive until 18" as they were too slow to
go fend off the new Soviet offensive and were needed to hold the Germans gains, such as
they were.””?

The discussion of Army Group South’s schwere Panzer Kompanien will focus on
the 13.LSSAH, with mentions of the performance of the other two schwere SS Panzer
Kompanien. This focus reflects the fact that the 13.LSSAH’s performance is indicative of
the successes and limitations of these units, which had experiences that broadly mirrored
each other throughout the battle.

On July 5™, the three SS divisions, with their schwere Panzer Kompanien in the

lead made good progress, though two Leibstandarte Tigers were disabled by mines. One

250 Schneider, Tigers in Combat I, 224. Showalter, Armor and Blood, 138.
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of them belonged to SS Untersturmfiihrer (Junior Assault Leader, equivalent to a
Leutnant or 2™ Lieutenant) Michael Wittmann. Wittmann was an experienced tanker,
having commanded a StuG since 1941, but his actions at Kursk, and later in Normandy
would turn him into a legendary Panzer commander, closely associated with the Tiger.>>®
Prior to the disabling of his Tiger, Wittmann and his crew had destroyed eight T-34s and
had run over several anti-tank guns (This may seem like bravado but Tiger crews were
encouraged to save ammunition by simply crushing anti-tank guns, rather than destroying
them with high explosive ammunition).”>* 13.LSSAH had one other Tiger disabled,
which was struck in the lighter rear armour by an anti-tank gun. Das Reich had two of its
Tigers disabled by mines as well, and Totenkopf suffered the most, losing five.*>

By the 8", the SS divisions had made good progress northwards, and then began
to pivot northwest towards the railway junction at Prokhorovka, which would allow the
Germans to seize the rail junction and to avoid crossing the Psel River, instead breaking
out on to the open plain for the link up with Model’s Ninth Army.>*® As the SS divisions
advanced, one remarkable story came out of 13.LSSAH. While the rest of the unit
advanced, Tiger 1322, commanded by SS Unterscharfiihrer (Junior Squad Leader,
equivalent to an Unteroffizier or Corporal) Staudegger was moving his damaged vehicle
back to the divisions rear when he encountered fifty to sixty Soviet tanks. Seventeen

Soviet tanks were destroyed in the initial engagement and Staudegger accounted for five
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more when they regrouped and attacked again. After being thoroughly mauled by the

lone German tank, the surviving Soviets beat a hasty retreat.”>’

He would subsequently be
awarded the Knights Cross for this action.**®

On the eve of the 12th, the LSSAH had arrived at Prokhorovka, but it and its
fellow Panzergrenadier divisions were badly worn out, with most of their schwere Panzer
Kompanien being in particularly poor shape. Totenkopf, holding the Corps left flank over
the Psel River was in the best condition, with eleven Tigers still operational, which
reflected a particularly efficient Panzerwerkstatt Zug given that on the 9, only one Tiger
had been operational. > In the centre, the Leibstandarte had only four Tigers left

operational.**

On the right, Das Reich had no Tigers operational at all, having had one
tank destroyed the previous day and the rest being disabled by mines and enemy fire.*®!
On the 12", the Soviets launched a massive counterattack, which struck the SS Panzer
Corps dead centre, in the frontline of the Leibstandarte, outside Prokhorovka.**®

The battle that followed the Soviet counterattack, spearheaded by Lieutenant
General Pavel Rotmistrov’s 5™ Guards Tank Army, has gone down in history as one of
the greatest tank battles of all time with Soviet and German tanks meeting in a close

quarters death match. At the end of this dramatic battle the price to the Soviets had been

high with over two hundred tanks lost, but the Germans had suffered a serious defeat,
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with 400 German tanks destroyed, including seventy Tigers, at least according to
Rotmistrov.”®® Rotmistrov’s account, which would become the definitive Soviet
narrative of the battle was almost entirely incorrect. As stated earlier the Leibstandarte
had only four operational Tigers and it must be said that there were only fifty-six Tigers
in the Fourth Panzer Army’s divisions when the operation began. The entire story was a
cover up, a very effective one to hide Rotmistrov’s failures.**

Rather than an epic clash of armour on the steppe, Prokhorovka instead resembled
a twentieth-century Charge of the Light Brigade. The counterattack had been hastily
planned and the emphasis that the Soviets had placed on secrecy meant that Rotmistrov
and his staff lacked accurate maps of the area. Consequently, the majority of his tanks
were left to drive across an open plain towards a massive anti-tank ditch, over which
there was just one bridge.*®> On the other side sat most of the anti-tank guns of the
Leibstandarte. Leutnant Rudolf von Ribbentrop, a Panzer IV commander witnessed the
5™ Guards Tank Army’s advance: “Burning T-34’s ran into and over each other. It was a
total inferno of fire and smoke, and impacting shells and explosions. T-34s blazed, while
the wounded tried to crawl away to the side. The entire slope was soon littered with
burning enemy tanks”.*

While the bulk of Rotmistrov’s forces were being destroyed by the anti-tank guns

of the Leibstandarte, the Tigers were employed on the divisions left flank. The four

Tigers, commanded by Wittmann, covered the October State Farm. Arrayed against them
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were 100 Soviet tanks. At long range the 8.8cm rounds made short work of the Soviets,
but they pressed on regardless and the fight became a close range melee.”*” Wittmann’s
tank was struck twice but suffered no lasting damage.”®®

The 13. LSSAH’s defence of the October State Farm would become a key
component of Wittmann’s legacy as a great tank ace. He and his Tigers accounted for
many of the estimated 340 Soviet tanks destroyed on the 12" of July, while only losing
one Tiger.”® The losses for the rest of the division were similarly low, with only seven

vehicles lost.?”°

While the battle had been a crushing defeat for the Soviets, the intense
fighting had still taken a toll on the Leibstandarte, and the loss of both men and material
were worsened by the fact that they came after eleven days of constant combat. So while
Generalfeldmarschall Erich von Manstein, who as Army Group South’s commander
oversaw Fourth Panzer Army rejoiced, believing that the Soviets were nearly broken,
Hoth was more cautious, recognizing that the divisions which had been at the sharp end
of the offensive were nearly spent and with the ending of Model’s attack in the north to
counter Operation Kutuzov there was little point in continuing the advance, especially
with exhausted divisions.””'

The experiences of the independent schwere Panzer Kompanien of

GroBdeutschland and the three Waffen SS divisions did not provide the concept of

divisional heavy tank companies with any vindication. With only fourteen Tigers, each
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company could ill afford losses, even if they were only temporary, as they had serious
effects on their fighting power. It was this rapid accumulation of losses, combined with
the logistical difficulties inherent in supplying the unique needs of the Tigers and with the
rest of the Panzers in a normal Panzer Regiment that led to the disbanding of the SS and
GroBdeutschland schwere Panzer Kompanien in the months following Kursk.?’* They
would become the nucleus of several new schwere Panzer Abteilungen.
13.GroB3deutschland became the I11. Abteilung Panzer Regiment Grofideutschland in
August 1943.2° 13.LSSAH and 8.Das Reich became part of schwere SS Panzer
Abteilung 101 and schwere SS Panzer Abteilung 102 respectively. While many of the
men from these Kompanien helped to form these units, in the summer of 1943 the
Kompanien themselves remained at the front until April 1944, at the end of the Soviet
offensives which began after Kursk.”’* The only exception was 9.Totenkopf, which
retained its Tigers until the end of the war, though whether this was because of Henrich
Himmler’s particular fondness for the division, or as a final attempt to try the schwere
Panzer Kompanie concept remains unclear.””

The final group of Tigers to see combat during Zitadelle were those of schwere
Panzer Abteilung 503, attached to Armee Abteilung Kempf. While schwere Panzer
Abteilung 505 was deployed as a complete battalion, the 503 was broken up, with each
Kompanie being assigned to one of the three Panzer Divisions of III Panzer Corps. 1.503

was assigned to the 6™ Panzer Division, 2.503 to the 19" Panzer Division and 3.503 to
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the 7™ Panzer Division.”’® General der Panzertruppen Werner Kempf, who lent his name
to the Armee Abteilung, ordered this dispersion of the Abteilung. This decision ensured
that each of III Panzer Corps leading Panzer divisions had their own force of Tigers to
help them breakthrough the Soviet lines. His decision was not popular with Hauptmann
Clemens Graf Kageneck, the commander of schwere Panzer Abteilung 503 however. He
felt that this deployment of his unit violated “Guderian’s maxim of klotzen, nicht
kleckern [Boot’em, don’t splatter’em]”, which called for the massing of armour, not its
dispersion.”’’ His immediate superior, General der Panzertruppen Hermann Breith,
commanding III Panzer Corps agreed but it would be several days before the Abteilung
was reunified, so the Kompanien began the offensive independently.*’®

The initial employment of the 503 did not go well and was fraught with problems,
which were compounded by the fact that III Panzer Corps would have to cross the Donets
River before they could even begin their offensive in earnest. Destroyed bridges and
unmarked German minefields would cost the Abteilung nine vehicles before they could
even begin to assist the divisions of III Panzer Corps. *”’

From the 6" to the 11", when the Kompanien of the Abteilung were finally

reunited, [T Panzer Corps continued to advance, though their advance proved to be much

slower than that of II SS Panzer Corps, which was problematic since the task of the
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Armee Abteilung was to protect the corps right flank. During this time 1.503 and 3.503,
serving with the 6™ and 7™ Panzer Divisions respectively, were able to effectively aid
these divisions, despite their own losses, including the reduction of 1.503 to just four
operational Tigers on the 8", It is important to note however that the 19" Panzer Division
which lacked the support of the 2.503 after its heavy losses on the 5™, did not perform
markedly worse than its Tiger supported comrades. Part of this fairly even performance -
regardless of the presence of Tigers -was due to the extensive Soviet defences, which
made any kind of rapid progress difficult to achieve. It also reflects the limitations of
Tiger support, especially when the vehicles were available in such small numbers, which
made it difficult for them to have a decisive impact.”™

On the 11™, the 503 could call upon twenty-two Tigers, which was fortunate,
because III Panzer Corps desperately needed them. III Panzer Corps was still expected to
link up with II SS Panzer Corps, now approaching Prokhorovka, to either continue the
offensive, or, as seemed more likely, to at least encircle and destroy a number of Soviet
formations between the two corps. For the attack, the Tigers would be in the lead,
assisting the forty remaining Panzers of the 6™ Panzer Division. Sixty-two tanks was not
much, especially in an operation like Zitadelle but the opposing 69™ Army had no
remaining tanks of their own, which helped to even the odds. While the 6™ Panzer took
the lead in the centre, the 19" and 7™ Panzer would support on the left and right flanks
respectively.”®!
Here the 503 demonstrated what concentrated Tigers could do. They smashed

through the Soviets front line and pressed on. The opposing 35™ Guards Rifle Corps
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cracked, allowing the 7" Panzer Division and their eleven tanks to press on as well. With
the Soviets yielding for a change, the Tigers reached the village of Olkhovatka (no
relation to the Olkhovatka heights encountered by the Ninth Army further north), with
only minimal resistance. By nightfall, the Soviets resistance had once again stiffened, but
the 6™ Panzer Division and the accompanying Tigers had reached the village of Kazache,
the centre of 69™ Army’s second line of defence. The eleven kilometer advance was the
corps best in the whole operation and demonstrated once again that Guderian was right,
“Klotzen, nicht Kleckern” was the best way to employ tanks. With the success of their
operations on the 11", III Panzer Corps was, for the first time since Zitadelle began,
poised to link up with IT SS Panzer Corps and encircle the Sixty Ninth Army.*** While a
daring night time advance by Major Franz Bike, would secure a bridgehead over the
Donets, the Tigers were unable to cross and III Panzer Corps was unable to link up with
the SS Panzer Corps on the 1223

July 12" would for all intents and purposes be the end of Zitadelle. Model had
just ended his attack to counter Operation Kutuzov and Hoth’s Fourth Panzer Army
lacked the strength to renew the offensive. To make matters worse the Allies would
launch Operation Husky, the invasion of Sicily on the 13", necessitating the withdrawal
of units from the east to counter this new Allied front.*** So Zitadelle ended in defeat.
Eleven days of grinding combat under the hot July sun had left the Germans with little to
show for their efforts. The Kursk Salient was still present and the Soviets 177, 847

casualties, while significant, were by no means sufficient to delay the coming Soviet
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offensives, despite the commitment of substantial reserves as the launching of Operation
Kutuzov on the 12" showed.” For the Tigers, the results were more mixed. Once again
the armour and armament had demonstrated their superiority, with even Staudegger’s
lone damaged Tiger proving to be more than a match for sixty Soviet tanks. It had also
been a triumph for the vehicles survivability, with only ten of the 146 Tigers employed
being lost.**® Praise must also given to the units mechanics for the rapid return of
damaged vehicles, though the rapid depletion of operational vehicles spoke to both the
Tigers underlying unreliability and the immense concentration of firepower employed by
the Soviets.

In broader terms, Zitadelle did allow the Tigers to perform in their intended role
but they found little success in it. This lack of success can be traced back, at least in part
to the failure of the Zitadelle plan itself. The Germans did not have the numbers to
breakthrough the Soviet’s stout defences and instead engaged in a battle of attrition they
simply could not win.*®” That said the Tigers themselves did not perform well in their
intended role either. The poor operational readiness of the Tiger, resulting in units
routinely operating at less than half strength denied them the numbers to be able to affect
any kind of break through. Even when they had sufficient numbers, as the 505 did on the
5™ and the 503 did on the 11", the units that were to exploit the Tiger’s break in were

either not yet ready or lacked the strength to conduct the rapid breakouts of years past. As
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a report from the 16™ Panzergrenadier Division stated, “As a result of propaganda, the
Tiger was presented as an invincible battering ram. Sadly, that is not correct”.**® The
Tigers were not only not as powerful as they had been advertised but also the Allies anti-
tank capabilities were ever improving, giving further lie to the Tigers invincibility. While
there had been few weapons available in the fall of 1942 that could reliably penetrate the
Tiger’s armour, especially from the front, by 1943 the Allies had identified a number of
weapons that could destroy Tigers and were adding ever more to their inventories. Also
the greater depth of Allied defences, taken to an extreme at Kursk, provided ample
opportunities to exploit the known weaknesses of the Tiger, such as flank attacks against
it’s weaker side armour, further increasing casualties and reducing their overall
effectiveness. The rapid decline in a Tiger unit’s fighting power, combined with German
weaknesses generally, in the context of the Allies’ growing anti-tank capability, and their
material and numerical superiority ensured that the Tiger could never be truly successful
in its intended role. Instead the they became part of a new operational reality where
“there was no position the Germans could defend, no line they could maintain, if the Red
Army was willing to pay the price of taking it or breaking it”.**” In this new reality, the

Tigers could only increase the price the Allies would pay for victory, but that price would

never be high enough to tip the balance back in the Germans favor.
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Chapter 6: The Corset Stays:
The Tigers on the Defensive in the East 1943-1944.

After the failure of Operation Zitadelle, the Germans were forced on the defensive
as the Soviets pushed them back towards the Reich itself. In this period of defensive
fighting, the Panzer divisions deployed in the East saw heavy use, both in their intended
offensive role, counter attacking against Soviet penetrations, but also in defensive roles
for which they were ill suited. The schwere Panzer Abteilungen likewise found
themselves torn between their traditional defensive role as force multipliers for
counterattacks and a new role as ‘Korsettstange’ (Corset Stays). ‘Korsettstange’ referred
to the fact, that in many areas where German defenders were stretched perilously thin,
only the Tigers held the line together. However, the Tigers did have some successes
against long odds but these were eclipsed by the fact that these operations stretched the
already mechanically unreliable vehicles to their limits, meaning that the limited number
of Tigers were overstretched and as such proved to be unable to overcome the Soviets
numerical superiority.

To best analyze this tumultuous period, the initial focus will be on a series of
large-scale operations involving schwere Panzer Abteilungen, the defense of Kiev in
November and December 1943, which involved schwere Panzer Abteilung 509 as well
two schwere SS Panzer Kompanien, the 13.Leibstandarte and 8.Das Reich. These
operations would see an interesting mixture of good and bad employment of both Panzers
in general and the Tigers in particular, providing a valuable look at some of the pressures
the Germans were operating under. These large scale operations will be examined in

conjunction with small-scale operations by schwere Abteilung 502, with additional
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insight provided by events described by Leutnant Otto Carius, who served with 2.502
from July 1943 to July 1944. His memoir, Tigers in the Mud: The Combat Career of
German Panzer Commander Otto Carius, provides a useful look at the successes and
failures that Tigers encountered at a local level. Examining the 502 in detail will expose
some of their successes in their defensive role and well as well as providing an excellent
look at their weaknesses both tactically and operationally.

Following the failure of Zitadelle, in July 1943, the Soviets launched a series of
offensives across the length of the Eastern Front. Germany’s capacity to withstand this
succession of blows was already poor owing to the heavy losses incurred over the
previous two years, but the concentration of mobile formations for Zitadelle had further
weakened the Germans ability to turn back Soviet advances by concentrating those forces
in the Kursk Salient, rather than positioning them across the front to parry Soviet attacks.
While the Soviets would spare no Army Group from their attentions in this period, they
concentrated initially on the destruction of the Army Group South, and the liberation of
the resources of the Ukraine The Soviets attacked with overwhelming force and by
September, the Army Group was retreating to the Dnieper.*”’

In the midst of this chaotic period the Germans would fight a series of battles in
an attempt to hold on to Kiev. Their efforts, and the efforts of the Tigers sent to aid in the
city’s defense would demonstrate that the demands of defensive fighting at this stage of
the war would often lead to poor employment of armour. By the end of September 1943,

Army Group South had stabilized their line on the western bank of the Dnieper, though

290 Frieser, Schmider, Schonherr et al, Germany and the Second World War Volume VIII:
The Eastern Front 1943-1944: The War in the East and the Neighboring Fronts, 343.
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the Soviets had a number of bridgeheads over the river, which negated its effectiveness as
a defensive barrier. One of these bridgeheads, the Lyutezh Bridgehead, north of Kiev
would become crucial in the battle for the city once the Soviets launched their offensive
on the 1% of November. The strength of the two opposing armies offered a good look at
their overall status after the events of the summer. The Soviets 1* Ukrainian Front could
call upon 671,000 men, supported by 650 tanks. By contrast the Germans had four
understrength infantry divisions and the 8" Panzer Division, which had a grand total of
fourteen tanks. Despite their weakness, the Germans were able to keep the Soviets from
taking the city until the 6™.%"'

Hitler was most displeased at the loss of the Ukrainian capital and ordered
General der Panzertruppen Erhard Raus, newly installed commander of the Fourth Panzer
Army, to retake the city. Initially the odds seemed to be tipping back in the Germans
favor. The newly refitted 1% Panzer Division and the Leibstandarte (including the full
strength 13.Kompaine) were rushed in. Joining them was the newly raised 25" Panzer
Division and schwere Panzer Abteilung 509, which had only finished its final inspection
on October 17™.2** This was a potent force with 588 tanks, including 172 Panthers and
72 Tigers.*”?

The plan was for another “backhand blow”, striking the open western flank of the

1* Ukrainian Front, enveloping their rear north of Zhitomir, ending the Soviets offensive

291 Frieser, Schmider, Schonherr et al, Germany and the Second World War Volume VIII:
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efforts and allowing for the recapture of Kiev.**

Unfortunately for the Germans, the plan
was undermined by Clausewitizian friction before it could begin. The transport of the
new Panzer divisions was hampered by Soviet partisans which left them arriving
piecemeal, and often arriving at different railway stations, making it difficult to construct
any coherent attacking forces. Also the Soviets had not yet halted their operations and
continued to attack throughout the first weeks of November, threating Zhitomir (which
would fall on the 13™), and threatening to overrun the Germans assembly area.*’’

To prevent this, Raus employed Das Reich (Unlike the Leibstandarte it had not
been refitted and mustered just 33 tanks, including five Tigers), Kampfgruppe von
Wechmar of the 25™ Panzer Division and elements of schwere Panzer Abteilung 509 to
attack the Soviets spearheads south of Fastov on the 9". The deployment of the 509 is
emblematic of the chaotic transport situation created by Soviet partisans with only the
2.509 and 3.509 arriving in time for operations, but lacking logistical support. The
Kompanien were also split between the two attacking divisions, with the 2.509 attached

h.%® The entire effort,

to Kampfgruppe von Wechmar and the 3.509 attached to Das Reic
a hastily planned attack using whatever was available, was not a recipe for success.

By the time the attack finished on the 13", the Germans had little to show for their
efforts. They claimed to have destroyed over thirty Soviet tanks but they had done little to
blunt the Soviets offensive. Things were particularly bad for the Tigers of the 509. Their

attacks on the 10", which were poorly supported by infantry, especially by Kampfgruppe

von Wechmar, resulted in the destruction of six Tigers, two destroyed by their crews as

294 yon Manstein, Lost Victories, 488. Raus, Panzer Operations, ebook, 531-532.
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being unrecoverable but the rest were lost to Soviet fire, a grim introduction for the unit
to the effectiveness of Soviet anti-tank weapons at the end of 1943.*” The Tigers of Das
Reich’s 8. Kompanie fared better, losing only one vehicle, but since it had been in combat
almost constantly since Zitadelle in July, it was only able to field an average of five
Tigers a day, giving the Kompanie little with which to aid the division.””® Wolfgang
Schneider summed up the effort well, stating “This dispersed and overly hasty action
brings the penetration to Fastov to a halt, ultimately achieving nothing!”*"’

The Germans were already off to a poor start and then things got worse. A Soviet
thrust from the west captured the vital rail junction at Zhitomir on the 13", In response,
the counterattack was revised. It would no longer be a “backhand blow” to deliver a
serious defeat to the 1% Ukrainian Front but instead was to be a more modest effort to
retake Zhitomir and Fastov, launched on November 15™. The Leibstandarte would thrust
north towards Brusilov to cover the advance of the 1% and 7™ Panzer Divisions, which
would retake Zhitomir. In the mean time the 19™ Panzer Division would encircle Soviet
forces in Brusilov while the 25™ Panzer and Das Reich covered the German’s right flank.
By the time the operation was completed on the 26", the Germans had obtained a modest
victory. Zhitomir had been recaptured and a modest encirclement had been completed at
Brusilov. The Germans would claim to have killed 3,000 Soviets and destroyed 153 tanks

in the pocket but the bulk of the Soviet forces in the area were able to escape, meaning
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that the Germans had achieved relatively little, especially given the enormous effort
expended.’”

The performance of the Tiger units in this operation mirrored that of the larger
Panzer divisions. The 509 had been attached to the 25" Panzer Division, guarding the
Germans right flank. Flank support was a odd role to give to breakthrough tanks. With
the Tigers being better suited to attachment to one of the attacking divisions, but their
role in this operation did not only reflect poor use of the vehicles, it also reflected the
need to support the inexperienced, and already badly mauled 25" Panzer Division. In this
role the Tigers were fairly successful, supporting the capture of several villages to help
stabilize the divisions front from the 21°-24™. These successes were overshadowed by the
heavy casualties suffered by the Abteilung. On the 21* the 509 could call upon seventeen
Tigers, but by the 24", only seven were still operational. While none of these vehicles
were total losses, it was nevertheless another example of operations where the gains in no
way justified the effort expended.’”!

The schwere SS Panzer Kompanien fared better than their Heer counterpart but
not by much. 8.Das Reich, which like the 509 was deployed to the right flank of the
operation had no noteworthy successes but did see three tanks destroyed, a serious blow
to the small and already understrength Kompanie.*** The 13.Leibstandarte, being
deployed alongside its parent division in the offensive role for which the Tigers were
designed, fared better. Over the course of the operation, the Tigers remained at the

forefront of the divisions operations and were very successful, claiming the destruction of
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over fifty T-34s and a similar number of anti-tank guns with no losses of their own.
While their claims are difficult to verify, it is clear that the Kompanie performed well in
the thick of the fighting, a stark contrast to the units fighting on the periphery of the
German effort, which indicates that the Tiger’s specialized nature did not lend itself well
to actions outside of its intended roles.’”’

There would be two more modest encirclements in December, at Radomyschyl
and Meleni, but like Brusilov before it, these victories were minor and could do little to
disguise the fact that the Germans had utterly failed to recapture Kiev. A renewed Soviet
offensive, launched on Christmas Eve put an end to any further efforts to recapture the
city as the Germans were forced to abandon everything they had fought to regain by the
end of the year.’** These operations had demonstrated that while the Germans still had
many tactical advantages, which enabled them to outmaneuver and encircle their foes
several times, they lacked the strength to achieve their overall objectives.*”

The operations around Kiev also demonstrated many of the ways in which Panzer
doctrine had been compromised in this defensive fighting. These deviations were outlined
well by Heinz Guderian, in his role as the Generalinspekteur der Panzertruppen (General
Inspector of Armoured Troops) in the first issue of the Nachrichtenblatt der
Panzertruppen (Panzer Troop’s News Bulletin), published on July 15™,1943. While this
issue was published just after the failure of Zitadelle, its commentary would remain
applicable to German operations in the East throughout the next year. In his view the

fundamental principles that had governed the use of the Panzer were still completely
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sound. Concentrated use of Panzers, well supported by other arms would continue to
produce victory. The main issue at the tactical level was not so much German material
weakness, though he would admit that it was a problem. Instead the main issue on the
ground was that the Panzers had been often poorly used, being used without adequate
support from other arms and in small numbers, including use as “bunkers in the front
line”. They had also been employed without time provided in between operations for
proper maintenance.’*®

Guderian’s views were generally correct. Well-supported Panzer divisions could
still deliver victory and would do so at the tactical level until the end of the war as
subsequent chapters will show. It was also true that poor cooperation and a lack of
planning were present, especially in the Germans initial operations around Fastov in
November, with both factors playing important roles in that operation’s failure. He did
however, underrate the importance of Germany’s material weakness, which rendered any
victories fleeting in the face of the Soviets material superiority. It also must be said that
Guderian’s complaints were not entirely applicable to the fighting around Kiev. The use
of tanks in small numbers and as bunkers in the front line were not present in the battles
around Kiev, as most of the units (Tigers and others) were at full strength and were not
being deployed in defensive roles, instead being used in highly mobile operations, with
the Germans often launching powerful counterattacks with full divisions. In the more
traditional defensive operations of schwere Panzer Abteilung 502 and Otto Carius, where

only small numbers of Panzers could be mobilized at any given time, that Guderian’s

306 Oberkommando des Heers. Nachrichtenblatt der Panzertruppen Nr.1 g.15.7.43.
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complaints about the Panzers defensive deployments and the limitations of the Panzers
and the Tigers in particular would become clearer.

By the summer of 1943, Army Group North was a badly depleted force,
especially since Zitadelle had stripped away virtually all of their mobile formations,
leading to an army group that resembled an army of 1917 more than 1943, with its horse
drawn transport and foot sore infantry. Only schwere Panzer Abteilung 502 remained to
provide the Germans with the mobile firepower that was supposed to be the hallmark of
the Heer. In the previous year the 502 had done a great deal to help hold the line, though
they could not prevent the Soviets from securing a land route into the besieged city of
Leningrad in January.’®” Regardless of its performance, the forty-five Tigers of the
Abteilung were pitifully few, given that the Germans had a 750 kilometer front to man.**®

During the summer and fall of 1943, the Tigers of the 502 were repeatedly
employed in small numbers to beat back Soviet incursions across the Army Group’s
frontage. In this effort the Tigers were successful, repeatedly repealing the Soviets and
restoring the Germans front line. This success did come at a high mechanical cost as the
dispersed nature of the unit made routine maintenance difficult. On August 10", in the
midst of the 3" Battle of Lake Lagoda, thirteen Tigers were ready for combat. Ten days
later only six could be called upon. In that month of fighting the Abteilung had performed
well. Only three Tigers had been destroyed, a far cry from the over one hundred Soviet

tanks the unit claimed to have destroyed. Nevertheless, the mechanical cost had been
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high and by the time the Soviets attacked again on October 6", the Abteilung was a little
over half strength, with only twenty-six operational Tigers.>"’

The scattered deployment of the Tigers of the 502 during the summer and fall of
1943 amidst further Soviet offensives reflected the weakness of Army Group North
extremely well. While the Tigers had been successful in their defensive efforts, the
manner in which they had been deployed was something against which the Abteilung
vigorously protested. In one report from schwere Panzer Abteilung 502, Points for
Panzer Employment from 1943, they repeated Guderian’s mantra, “Klotzen, nicht
Kleckern”, stating, “Only the massed use of tanks brings success”.>'’

This report was also critical of the decision to employ the Tigers directly on the
front line, rather than retaining them in the rear for use in counterattacks or to halt enemy
penetrations. While the Tigers could and did perform this task fairly well, it also exposed
them to the full weight of enemy fire. This had the effect of endangering the supporting
infantry, who inevitably suffered for being near the fire- drawing tanks. It also
contributed to the high maintenance losses, both as a result of enemy fire but also because
these deployments made it more difficult to withdraw them to complete regular
maintenance tasks.’''Schwere Panzer Abteilung 506, serving with Army Group South,
lamented in a similar vein that “the Grenadiers [infantry] were too weak, completely

worn out”.>"? Like the 502, the 506 chafed under its new role, declaring “It is
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unacceptable that the Tigers have to stand constantly behind the front lines as moral
support”.*"?

While the schwere Panzer Abteilungen despised their new role, both for being
contrary to doctrine and an exceptional drain on their vehicles, other Panzer units
demonstrated a better understanding of the overall situation. The Use of Tanks in the
Main Line of Resistance to Support the Infantry from the 25" Panzer Division, makes the
same points as the documents from the schwere Panzer Abteilungen, with one
noteworthy exception. While they implied that the poor employment of their Tigers
reflected general ignorance of their intended use, the 25" Panzer Division was willing to
acknowledge that while the current employment of Panzers was very poor and prevented
them from being used to the best of their ability, this was not the result of ignorant
infantrymen, but rather a sign of the times. It freely acknowledges that the infantry had,
and were continuing to bear the brunt of the defensive fighting in the East, leaving units
badly understrength. Consequently, the Panzers had to be employed to fill the gaps left by
infantry units that lacked the strength to fully defend their positions, regardless of their
preferences.’'*

In 1944, the Army Group continued its retreat, with its frontline centered around
the two towns of Luga and Narva in January 1944. On February 1*, the Soviets gained
several bridgeheads over the Luga River, and by the 13™, despite determined German
resistance, the town of Luga fell. While this was a disaster, so long as Narva remained in

German hands, the Army Group could hold on. As benefited its reputation as the Army
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Group’s main defensive stalwart, the 502 was transferred to Narva.’'> The fighting
around Narva in March and April 1944 took place during a period of relative quiet for
Army Group North as a whole, as the Soviets were preparing to renew their offensive in
July.’"® The local fighting that occurred in this time of “quiet” provided sometimes
dramatic examples of the successes that small numbers of well-handled Tigers could
achieve, when adequately supported. It was here the limitations of the Tiger, and the Heer
in the East were most starkly revealed, even before the Germans were struck again in July

1944.

RUSSIAN BRIDGEHEAD
(NORTH OF THE NARWA)

Map of the Narwa [Narva] “Sacks” (Otto Carius, Tigers in the Mud, 62).
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The area where Carius and 2.502 fought was one where the Soviet’s 59™ Army
had obtained a bridgehead over the Narva near the village of Lembitu. While the
Germans held the Rollbahn (The main supply road) that led to Narva itself, and the major
north-south trail that linked to it, the Soviets dominated the areas to the east and the west
of this trail. This created what became known both officially and unofficially as the west
and east “sacks”, on either side of the trail. These Soviet positions provided bases from
which to encircle and destroy the local German defenders and drive on to Narva. It would
fall to the Tigers to play a major role in both defeating Soviet thrusts from the two
“sacks” and reducing them in turn in March 1944.°"

The nature of the Narva Sacks forced the Tigers back into the role of
‘Korsettstange’. As corset stays, they were once again the main force holding the German
front line in the area. Their first time back in this role came on March l7th, 1944 when the
Soviets launched their first major attack from the “east sack”. The Soviet preliminary
barrage had a devastating effect on the German defenders and the infantry were routed
even before the barrage had stopped, a clear indicator of their poor morale. After the
barrage lifted, Carius and two other Tigers alone manned the front line. While they
claimed to have destroyed sixteen T-34s, the Soviets were still able to occupy the two
eastern strong points had anchored the German line.*"®

Since the captured strongpoints allowed the Soviets to dominate the far side of the
railway embankment and offering a good jumping off point for an attack on the Rollbahn,
they had to be retaken. The counterattack was to be a pre-dawn assault, but with force of

three Tigers and just sixteen infantry, it was an operation with little room for error, and
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one that could not be said to be well supported by any metric. The western ruin was
quickly retaken and occupied by eight men but the eastern ruin proved to be a more
formidable position, as it had been reinforced with a number of anti-tank guns and
artillery pieces. After a gunnery duel, which lasted several hours the Soviet position
remained secure and the eight man German infantry force had lost two dead, and two
wounded. Since the four survivors were nowhere near enough to take it, the Germans
were forced to withdraw, leaving the task of retaking their front line positions
unfinished.’” In the days that followed the eastern strongpoint would change hands
several times, until it was finally recaptured on the 21%.**°

Efforts to reduce the “sacks” themselves with Strachwitz I-III were only partially

1’*!. While Strachwitz I would successfully destroy the “west sack” in March

successfu
1944, and the “east sack” was successfully reduced by Strachwitz II in April, Strachwitz
11T was unable to destroy the 59™ Army’s bridgehead over the Narva .**? Schwere Panzer
Abteilung 502 lost three hard to replace Tigers during these operations and to add insult
to injury had failed to inflict serious damage on the Soviets with retrospective reports
noting that “the enemy managed only to cut off two small bridgeheads of our positions in
the region”, making it clear that the Soviets ability to threaten Narva had not been

substantially weakened by the Strachwitz counterattacks.’* Once again the Tigers could

still act as a potent force multiplier but could only be truly successful when well
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supported. As the October 1943 Guidelines for Employment of Panzers in Cooperation
with an Infantry Division, stated, “It is crucial for success that the infantry hold on to the
tank attack and use its paralyzing effect on the enemy”.*** This was an ideal that the
increasingly depleted Heer could not achieve, as there were few infantrymen to exploit
the tanks success.

Whatever limited positive effects the Strachwitz counterattacks had on the
Germans position were erased by a subsequent Soviet offensive. On June 22", 1944, the
third anniversary of Operation Barbarossa, the Soviets launched Operation Bagration
against Army Group Centre. This operation was an enormous success, virtually
annihilating the depleted German units in front of it and eventually driving the Germans
back to the gates of Warsaw by the time the offensive petered out at the beginning of

August.3 »

This offensive would not only destroy Army Group Centre, but also unseated
Army Group North. The initial collapse of Army Group Centre created a new front, the
“Baltic Hole”. From there the Soviets could either strike for Vilnius with the aim of
reaching the East Prussian city of Konigsberg or launch a more limited operation towards
Riga. Either way Army Group North was threatened with imminent encirclement.**®

On July 2", schwere Panzer Abteilung 502 was dispatched to Diinaburg (now
Daugavpils, Latvia), which was situated in the midst of the “Baltic Hole”, and was the

target of the Soviet 6™ Guards Army. Their first operation in this area was launched on
g y p

the 8"™. To reach the area of operations the Abteilung was required to conduct a rapid 50-
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kilometer road march. The unit protested this decision, owing to the unreliability of the
Tiger’s engine but was overruled. When the march began there were twenty-two
operational Tigers, by the time it ended only eight were still ready to fight.”*” On the 10",
3.502 supported the attack by a battalion from the 205" Infantry Division, southwest of
Garniai to relieve encircled German forces. The attack would fail and two Tigers were
lost. Another five vehicles were lost to mechanical breakdowns, which were recovered
with great difficulty on the 11"

From the 11" to the 21* of July, the Tigers of the 502 participated in a number of
small-scale engagements, usually with an average of five tanks along the southern bank
of the Diina. On the 21%, the Soviets broke through German lines north of the Diina
River, forcing the Abteilung to shift northwards in three march columns to counter these
new Soviet attacks. As part of this shift, Carius took the 2.502 back to Diinaburg to cover
the main road to the north of the city.’*® On the 22", in the small town of Malinava,
Carius and his men would have their first major engagement with a new Soviet heavy
tank, the losef Stalin 2 or IS-2, as it was more commonly known (This tank can also be
referred to as the JS-2 if using the English spelling of Stalin’s name).

The IS-2 was the result of Soviet disaffection with the KV-1’s performance by the
summer of 1942. The KV-1 lacked the mobility and reliability of the T-34, which made
the two vehicles difficult to employ together. It was also outclassed in armour and

armament by late 1942. In 1941 its 75mm armour and 76.2mm gun had been among the

best in the world, which allowed single tanks to stall local German advances for
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significant periods, as Erhard Raus experienced in 1941 during the defence of Raseinai

4™ 33 During the summer of 1942 however, the longer and higher velocity 5cm

on June 2
and 7.5cm guns being mounted on German Panzers were allowing them to meet the KV-
1 on more equal footing, and that was to say nothing of the vast performance gap
between the KV-1 and the Tigers, once they appeared in September 1942. The new
Soviet heavy tank was to be faster, more reliable and have armour and armament that
could match the Tiger and could fulfill the same breakthrough role as both the KV-1 and
the Tiger.>'

Soviet tests in the summer and fall of 1943 showed that the 85mm M1939 anti-
aircraft gun, slated to be fitted to the new version of the T-34 would not consistently
penetrate the Tiger’s armour. The A-19 122mm howitzer proved to have superior
penetrative capabilities, with later German tests showing that the gun could penetrate the

100mm front plate of the Tiger I at 1,500 meters.”*?

It was this gun that would give the
IS-2 its offensive punch, though its use of a separate charge and projectile meant that it
had much slower reload than the Tigers unified ammunition, a reminder of its intended
role as a breakthrough tank, rather than as a tank hunter. In armour it surpassed the Tiger,
with a maximum of 120mm of frontal armour. The effectiveness of the armour was
greatly enhanced by the extensive use of sloped armour, similar to that seen on the Tiger

IT and by the vehicles comparatively low profile, a definite asset on the open steppes. It

was also equipped with a reliable V-12 engine, something that the Tigers certainly could
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not boast.**?

On paper then the Soviets had developed an almost ideal tank to counter the
Tiger. It’s frontal armour could only be penetrated by the Tiger’s 8.8cm Kwk 36 L/56
gun from a distance of 300 meters, where as the A-19 122mm gun could do the same to

the Tiger at 1,500 meters.>>*

Unfortunately for the crews of the IS-2 their battles with the
Tiger did not take place on paper, but in the much more unforgiving real world.

Returning to Carius, the 2.502, and Malinava, Carius observed that the town was
only held by a company of tanks, an estimated thirty [S-2s and T-34s. In keeping with the
aggressive initiative that was a hallmark of the German way of war, Carius, with six
Tigers, decided to destroy the exposed Soviet company. Their attack came as a complete
surprise to the Soviets and in less than twenty-five minutes it was all over. Seventeen
IS-2s and five T-34s were claimed by the Germans. Another twenty eight tanks were later
ambushed by the Kompanie as they approached the village, unaware of the their
comrades fate. This effort derailed the initial Soviet assault on Diinaburg.**’

Subsequent engagements, until July 26", including one on the 25", where
Leutnant Eichhorn of 3.502, led an attack by five Tigers against a Soviet armoured unit
planning to attack down the Diinaburg road, claiming to destroy sixteen IS-2’s within ten

336 These actions were a testament to the

minutes while suffering no losses of his own.
capabilities of the Tiger, especially striking unprepared Soviet units. Their claimed

“kills” should still be approached with a degree of skepticism and their broader effect

must also be examined. While these operations in late July did allow the Germans to
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retain Diinaburg, this advantage did not last long.”*” Even as schwere Panzer Abteilung
502 fought to defend Diinaburg, the position of Army Group North was collapsing. On
July 10", the Soviet’s 2" and 3" Baltic Fronts launched new attacks against the
embattled Army Group, reaching Vilnius on the 13" and by the months end forced the
Germans out of Lithuania and into Latvia.”*® So once again, the actions of the Tigers
were impressive on their own but proved to have little lasting effect, as the Soviets losses
around Diinaburg did nothing to stall their broader offensive.

This period also provided some interesting insights into the IS-2. The new Soviet
heavy tank was a formidable opponent, though few of its engagements with the Tigers of
the 502 in July showcased the vehicle at its best, as surprise engagements at close range
favored the faster firing Tigers rather than the larger gun of the IS-2. Nevertheless, by the
time the war ended the IS-2 would develop a reputation as a formidable vehicle and one
that was very much a “Tiger Killer”, even if that was not its intended role. In one
instance, the driver of Tiger 214 of schwere Panzer Abteilung 509 was killed by a
122mm shell that penetrated the vehicles 100mm frontal plate, something that no other

339

tank then in service could achieve.””” Events like that led Tiger veteran, Karl Bormann to

recall, “The Tosef Stalin was without a doubt our best opponent”.**’

That said, the IS-2 superiority was only really present against the Tiger I and its

flat armour. With the end of Tiger I production in August 1944 and the appearance of the
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first Tiger IIs on the Eastern Front in that same month, the IS-2’s moment of superiority
proved fleeting. The Tiger Il was substantially better armoured, with 150mm of sloped
frontal armour and was also better armed, with a higher velocity 8.8cm Kwk 43 L/71 gun.
These features allowed the Tiger II to defeat the IS-2 at a range of 2600 meters while the
IS-2 would have to close to 1,500 meters to penetrate the armour of the Tiger I1.>*' One
combat report from an unspecified schwere Panzer Abteilung (likely schwere Panzer
Abteilung 501), which appeared in the September 1944 issue of Nachrichtenblatt der
Panzertruppen detailed the imbalance between the two vehicles. The schwere Panzer
Kompanie was advancing through thick woods, accompanied by an infantry battalion.
With the thick trees the Tigers were forced to move single file. The lead Tiger then saw
an IS-2 in front of him. In a short, sharp engagement fought at just thirty five- meters a
pair of Tigers would engage two IS-2s. While the second Tiger would be hit, the round
failed to penetrate the vehicles 150mm front plate. The faster firing Tigers however, were
able to destroy the two Soviet tanks.>*> Again the Tigers substantial advantage in rate of
fire proved decisive, especially in an engagement like this in which both combatants were
at close range where penetrating hits were likely.

The IS-2 was not the only Allied heavy tank designed, at least in part to counter
the Tiger. The Americans would field the M26 Pershing heavy tank. This tank, armed
with a 90mm gun was designed as a breakthrough tank, like its German and Soviet
contemporaries. Only twenty of them had arrived by the end of the war and saw little

service, owing to an American focus on infantry creating breakthroughs with medium
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tank support, while tank destroyers engaged enemy tanks, a doctrine which left little
room for a heavy tank until a desire to match the Tiger in role and firepower became
attractive towards the end of the war.”* Thus the IS-2 was left as the only Allied tank
roughly comparable to the Tiger in armour, armament and role to see substantial wartime

3 Nevertheless, both tanks demonstrated that the Allies invested considerable

service.
resources into creating tanks to compete with the Tiger, an outgrowth of their efforts to
enhance their anti-tank capabilities. Although their general improvements were highly
effective, neither country managed to create a tank that was truly equal to the Tiger,
especially the Tiger II. In fairness though, they did not need to. Their material superiority
meant that qualitative failings in their vehicles were more than compensated for by the
sheer number produced.

The summer of 1943 to the summer of 1944 was a dreadful one for the Germans
as they were forced onto the defensive and began their retreat back to Germany. This
move onto the defensive stretched Panzer divisions and the schwere Panzer Abteilungen
to their breaking point, as tanks were employed as ‘Korsettstange’, to compensate for a
lack of infantry. As the efforts of schwere Panzer Abteilung 502 demonstrated, these
efforts seriously diluted and diminished their fighting strength by parceling their vehicles
in small numbers to reinforce threatened sectors, rather than massing them for operations
and by denying the already mechanically unreliable vehicles opportunities for repair.

That said, while operations as ‘Korsettstange’ was far from ideal the Tigers were able to

achieve some impressive successes against long odds, and in spite of the great losses
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suffered by the Heer in the East, the fundamental principles governing the use of the
Panzers remained sound, as was seen in the battles around Kiev in November and
December 1943 (Though here too, there were plenty of examples of poor employment of
Panzers, particularly, Tigers). These victories were however, all rendered fleeting by the
Soviets numerical and material superiority, which allowed them to weather any number
of local defeats on their way to achieving their overall goals. In addition, the Soviets ever
expanding arsenal of anti-tank weapons and the introduction of both the IS-2 heavy tank
and the large number of assault guns and tank destroyers made it easier for the Soviets to
inflict losses upon the Tigers and eroded their position of technical superiority. So while
the Tigers could still turn the tide in local engagements, their ability to affect the wider
war had largely vanished, overcome by the Soviets great numbers as well as their ever

improving weapons and tactics.
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Chapter 7: Tiger Terror or Terrible Tigers:
The Tiger I and II in Normandy June-August 1944

On June 6™ 1944, the Allied landings in Normandy opened up the long- awaited
second front. After the great initial success of the D-Day landings, the Allies and the
Germans found themselves engaged in a grinding battle of attrition until the end of July
across Normandy. Among the German units employed in this campaign were three
schwere Panzer Abteilungen: schwere SS Panzer Abteilungen 101 and 102, as well as
schwere Panzer Abteilung 503. The operations of these units did not alter the by now
familiar refrain of Tiger operations, where success was fleeting and operational failure
was all but inevitable but in some ways Normandy was unique. It was in Normandy that
the Tiger’s reputation was in many ways firmly established in the Anglo-Saxon literature
of the war, with many Allied accounts discussing its vast superiority over their own
vehicles. While there was some factual evidence to support this view, it also represented
an exaggeration because Allied vehicles and tactics were often better than was frequently
supposed. Operations in Normandy which involved both the Tiger I and the first combat
uses of the Tiger II also demonstrated that while the vehicles could still inspire a degree
of fear amongst their foes, Allied tactics and weapons had improved to the point that the
Tigers operational effectiveness was severely diminished.

To best demonstrate these ideas, several key operations involving Tigers in
Normandy will be covered in this chapter. First, the counterattack by schwere SS Panzer
Abteilung 101 at Villers Bocage on June 13", 1944, in which Tiger commander Michael
Wittmann would have a staring role in a highly overrated counterattack which proved far

more costly to the Germans despite spectacular British losses. Second, Operation
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Goodwood, July 18-20", where schwere Panzer Abteilung 503 would prove to be
decisive in the repulse of a major British offensive despite heavy losses to Allied
bombers. Third, Operation Totalize, August 8", where Michael Wittmann was killed
leading a poorly planned counterattack but the mere presence of Tigers still derailed key
components of the Canadian offensive, the last time that the Tigers presence could do so
in Normandy.

For the Normandy campaign, the British would substantially upgrade their tanks
to face the Tigers, something that was a necessity- especially since none of the tanks
fielded in North Africa or Italy had proven to have neither the fire power or armour to
compete with the Tiger. Only the Churchill, with its 152mm thick front plate could
compare to the Tiger’s armour, though the 8.8 Kwk 36 L/56 gun could still penetrate the

Churchill’s armour at a range of 2.5km.>*

In terms of guns, both the Churchill and the
lighter Cromwell (which had 76mm of armour) were both armed with the 75Smm MV
Gun which could only penetrate 76mm of armour at 450 meters. This was sufficient to
penetrate the side armour of a Tiger but could not penetrate the front plate.”*® While these
two British tanks would see considerable service in Normandy, many armoured units
were outfitted with the American M4, known as the Sherman. Like its British
counterparts, the Sherman compared poorly to the Tiger in terms of armour and
armament. Its frontal armour was only 51mm thick, and could be reliably penetrated by

the Tigers 8.8cm Kwk 36 L/56 gun at a range of three kilometers, although the

Sherman’s armour did have one advantage over its British counterparts as the frontal
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armour was sloped which offered better protection than the flat armour found on British
tanks, though this was not much of an advantage when facing Tigers.’*’ The M3 75mm
gun on the Sherman could only penetrate 68mm of armour at 500 meters, giving it similar
performance to the standard British guns of the period.**® The inferiority of all Allied
tanks to the Tiger, as well as the Panther would become a great concern to their crews
during the Normandy campaign, but British tank designers ensured that they would not
go into battle without any kind of response to the Tiger.

In 1942, in recognition of the inadequacy of the 6 Pounder (57mm) tank guns
being fitted to British tanks in North Africa, development began on a gun capable of
penetrating any German tank at a distance of 1,300 meters. What came out of that
program was the 17 Pounder (76.2mm) gun. Initial versions were towed anti-tank guns
but efforts were quickly started to mount the gun in a tank. Initial efforts to convert the
new Cromwell and the Churchill did result in viable vehicles but neither were ready in

time for D-Day.’*

Efforts to create tank destroyers with the 17 Pounder were similarly
delayed. Neither the Achilles, an American made M10 tank destroyer with a 17 Pounder
or the Archer, which mounted the gun on a Valentine tank chassis were available in

quantity until the end of the Normandy campaign.” Owing to these delays, emphasis

was placed on a conversion of the Sherman, starting in October 1943. While the 17
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Pounder did have to be modified so it could safely recoil in the confines of the Sherman’s
turret, the effort was a success when the vehicle was trialed in January 1944. With the
invasion of Normandy six months away, a rapid production program was ordered for the
Sherman Firefly as it was known. By May 31%, 342 Fireflies had been completed, a
testament both to the relatively straightforward conversion process and the capabilities of
British industry. This quantity of Fireflies was sufficient to give every troop (equivalent
to a platoon or German Zug) one of the vehicles, with the other three tanks being either
Sherman’s armed with 75mm guns or Cromwell’s for the invasion.””!

The Sherman Firefly had the same armour as its unmodified counterparts, with all
the advantages and disadvantages that that entailed, but its gun was markedly superior.
The standard armour-piercing round could penetrate the 100mm frontal armour of a Tiger
at a kilometer, but it was the APDS (Armour Piercing Discarding Sabot) that gave the
Firefly its reputation. This ammunition featured a sub caliber shot, the sabot, inside the
round. When fired, the external case would fall away and the sabot would be propelled
forward with all the velocity of the larger round, but without the friction associated with
the larger projectile. This increase in muzzle velocity allowed the round to strike the
target with much more force, in this case allowing the round to penetrate 172mm of
armour at 1000 meters, which was enough to penetrate any armour on the Tiger I and
would allow it to penetrate most of the armour on the Tiger II (though in practice the

352

front plate proved impervious to fire under combat conditions).”™ One British sergeant
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summed up Allied responses to the Firefly well when he commented, “At last a gun
which one could trust to get its teeth really deep into any German tank it met”.>>>

The first schwere Panzer Abteilung to arrive in Normandy was schwere SS Panzer
Abteilung 101. The Abteilung had been training in France since the beginning of the year
and in March had been supplemented with the men of the 13.Leibstandarte including
Obersturmfiihrer (Senior Storm Leader, equivalent to an Oberleutnant, a senior
Lieutenant) Michael Wittmann who took command of the 2.SS 101. In April, this mix of
Eastern Front veterans and newly trained crews were stationed in the Pas de Calais area
in anticipation of the Allied invasion.”* Since the Allies instead invaded in Normandy,
the Tigers of the Abteilung were forced to rush to the invasion front. The Abteilung began
its journey on June 7™, but extensive damage to the rail network of northern France
forced them to detrain at Versailles and conduct road marches. Allied air superiority
forced them to move only at night, starting on the 9™. By that point the unit had already
taken some casualties and lost many support vehicles. As a result the leading elements of
the unit did not arrive until the 12", The road march into Normandy and the constant
Allied air attacks took their toll on the unit, with the 1.and 2.Kompanie both arriving on
the 12", understrength, with eight and six Tigers respectively (3.SS 101 would not arrive
until the 15™). While these losses were not insignificant, it must be emphasized that
despite the loss of many of its supporting vehicles schwere SS Panzer Abteilung 101 was
not badly hindered by these losses. Like their comrades in the east, who were not
suffering under the same kind of heavy interdiction, the unit was able to field an average

of fifteen to twenty Tigers. This indicates that while Allied airpower was an additional
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source of friction, sufficient vehicles remained to keep the unit in reasonably good shape,
aided by the Panzerwerkstatt Kompanie.*>

The arrival of the schwere SS Panzer Kompanien came in the midst of Operation
Perch. Perch called for an attack on the western flank of the German line by the 7h
Armoured Division’s 22" Armoured Brigade and elements of the division’s infantry
brigade, the 131* Queen’s Brigade. This attack would exploit a gap that had opened up
between the Panzer Lehr Division and its neighbor, the 352" Infantry Division by taking
the town of Villers Bocage. Once the town was secured the Panzer Lehr Division could
be effectively outflanked.**

By 8am on the 13", the 4™ County of London Yeomanry (4™ CLY) had arrived at
Villers Bocage and advanced east to Point 213.% This proved to be a fateful mistake as
the six Tigers of Wittmann’s 2.SS 101 were concealed in a defile between the town and
Point 213. Watching the vast column of British vehicles which ran from Point 213
through Villers Bocage, Wittmann assumed that the British would continue on to Caen
without pause, so he elected to attack. Unfortunately for him the defile was only wide
enough for a single Tiger and he felt that there was no time to organize his five

358

functioning tanks for a counter attack. Instead he would attack alone.”" In his one tank

attack, he drove into the 4™ CLY column, destroying a number of vehicles before driving
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into the town of Villers where a 17 Pounder anti-tank gun managed to blow off one of his
tracks.>”’

Wittmann and his crew then abandoned his tank and returned to German lines. In
the course of his one tank-attack he destroyed a total of twelve tanks, thirteen halftracks

369 This action would earn Wittmann the

and Bren Carriers as well as two anti-tank guns.
Knights Cross from his own government and decades of adulation since.’®' It is here that
many accounts of the battle end, with Carlo D’Este saying of Wittmann, “Almost single-
handedly, this one audacious and brilliant German tank commander had crushed the
British advance around Villers Bocage and forced the 7" Armoured on to the
defensive”.**

The truth of the matter is rather more complicated and involved several more
attacks on the embattled 4™ CLY. After Wittmann launched his attack, the other Tigers of
2.SS 101, reduced to three functional vehicles by mechanical failures launched their own
attack towards Point 213, destroying an additional five tanks and capturing 230 prisoners.
In spite of this impressive result, the unsupported Tigers were unable to make any
impression on the British defenders of Point 213.%

In the afternoon, 1.SS 101 stationed to the north of the 2.SS 101, under the

command of SS Hauptsturmfiihrer (Head Storm Leader, equivalent to a Heer Hauptmann
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or Captain) Mdbius launched their own counterattack on Point 213, with support from
some Panzer Vs from the Panzer Lehr Division. They were able to defeat the elements of
the 4™ CLY holding the point, which had been isolated by Wittmann’s earlier attack. This
force then turned its attention to Villers Bocage. While the Germans had been retaking
Point 213, the British, namely B and C Squadrons of the 4™ CLY and the infantry of the
1 and 7™ Battalions Queens Royal Regiment had reoccupied the town and prepared an
ambush. Driving through the town, two of the Tigers and one Panzer IV were destroyed
by a Sherman Firefly, penetrating their thinner rear armour. Three other Tigers would run

afoul of British anti-tank guns in the town.”**

Despite this victory, the British withdrew to
their starting positions, after the losses they had suffered, which were all the more galling
given the elite reputation that the Desert Rats had earned in the North African
campaign.’®

In this, more complete telling of the fighting in and around Villers Bocage on
June 13th, 1944, it is clear that it was not just a tale of Michael Wittmann’s skill and
courage. Instead it was more a story of British blunders and German luck. In the first
place Operation Perch had been delayed for several days as XXX Corps and 2™ British
Army exhausted other alternatives and while starting the operation on June 10" or 11"
would not have guaranteed its success, attacking before the Tigers of schwere SS Panzer
Abteilung 101 arrived would have certainly been beneficial to the 7" Armoured Division.
It also undeniable that an attack by a reduced armoured brigade, with limited infantry

support was not a good idea either, especially since the plan involved an ambitious end

run around stout German defences. Consequently the chances of success for Perch were
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slim from the outset even without the intervention of the Tigers. Their involvement only
compounded the failure and ensured that it would loom large in the legacy of the
campaign.’®®

While Operation Perch was certainly not the Desert Rat’s finest hour, it is difficult
to argue that it was the finest hour for Wittmann and the 1.and 2.SS 101 either. In his
book, Tigers in Normandy, Wolfgang Schneider, himself a former German tank
commander in the post war West German Bundeswehr gave Wittmann credit for his
courage but little else. His one tank assault violated many key tenets of armoured
warfare, including the need for tanks to be positioned in an assembly area with
unrestricted movement and that the enemy must not be able to approach unnoticed and
tanks must be concentrated for action in line with Guderian’s “Klotzen nicht Kleckern”
maxim.’®’ Had Wittmann positioned his vehicles better and been willing to wait it is
likely that they would have achieved greater results with more firepower and mutual
support. As it was Wittmann was fortunate that the British were so unprepared for his
attack as the close range at which he engaged the British meant that even the 75Smm guns
on the Cromwell’s would have been able to penetrate the Tiger’s armour.’*® His final
mistake, which could have been fatal, ending his attack inside Villers Bocage itself was
similarly ill advised, sacrificing his mobility and creating ideal circumstances for an
ambush. Wittmann’s after action report did not provide any reasoning for this decision,

and neither did the unit report submitted subsequently as a recommendation for his
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Knights Cross.*® It remains unknown if this decision was the result of simple hubris or if
Wittmann had some other complex plan to perform his own end run through the British
column to return to the Kompanie assembly area. The subsequent counterattack by 1.SS
101 and Panzer Lehr also cannot be considered a particularly good use of armour. They
made the same mistake as Wittmann and advanced into a built up area without infantry
support, resulting in substantial losses.>”

Despite the many German tactical failings, the balance sheet still favored them.
Seven Tigers had been lost but the 7" Armoured Division had been repulsed and had lost
over forty vehicles over the course of the day. This assessment was true in the short term
but not in the long term. By June 16", the 4™ CLY had totally replaced its losses.
Schwere SS Panzer Abteilung 101 was not so lucky, as it received no replacements for its
lost vehicles during the campaign, meaning that the unit had lost half of a Kompanie,
with little to show for it, save Wittmann’s Knight’s Cross.>”'

Villers Bocage was far from a good example of Tiger deployment, but the
appearance of the Tigers there and the damage that Wittmann was able to inflict had
serious psychological effects on Allied servicemen in Normandy. While the Sherman
Firefly was a great boost to the firepower of the armoured units of 21* Army Group, it by
no means provided much solace to the men crewing other tanks which lacked the 17
Pounder’s ability to destroy Tigers, especially after Villers Bocage which convinced

Allied tankers of their inferiority. Steve and Tom Dyson of the 34™ Tank Brigade, noted
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that, “We also learned to our dismay, of the devastating effects of the German
88mm...anti-tank guns, and Tiger tanks. The shells apparently went though our
Shermans like a knife through butter”.>’> This quality of Allied armour plate was shared
by the Cromwell and the Churchill but it was the Sherman in particular that came to
dominate these conversations due to its prominent role in the campaign. One report
submitted by Brigadier Harold Pyman to Major General Robert Erskine, General Officer
Commanding 7th Armoured Division, described the problem, “the result is that when
75mm shot has been failing to penetrate the front face of Tigers and Panthers at ranges
down to 30 yards, they can knock Shermans and Cromwells out at ranges up to 1500
yards with ease”.’”> Pyman was not wrong, the Sherman and the Cromwell could not
penetrate the frontal armour of the Tiger but they were not completely impotent either.
The Sherman’s maligned M3 75mm gun was more than capable of penetrating the side
armour of a Tiger at 900 meters.”’* Defeating a Tiger was difficult, but courage and good
tactics did offer a reasonable chance of success. One of the best examples of this comes
not from Normandy, but from the Eastern Front. Dmitry Loza, who commanded a
Sherman in the Soviet 223" Tank Brigade stated that the best way of dealing with a Tiger
in the open was to assign each Tiger to two Shermans. The first would open fire at 400-
500 meters, the best range to knock the tracks off. Once the Tiger was immobilized the
other Sherman could either drive around, or wait for the undamaged track to turn the

Tiger ninety degrees, exposing its more vulnerable rear. This maneuver was extremely

risky, especially given the close range that the Shermans had to fire from to achieve the
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best results, but it is a testament to how tactical skill, coordination and a good helping of
courage could compensate for the Sherman’s weaknesses.””> Good tactics did allow for
success against Tigers, but they did nothing to dispel the aura of invincibility that
surrounded not only the Tiger, but also the Panther, which as Pyman’s report indicated,
was a similarly formidable vehicle. It was felt that every tree and hedge in Normandy
concealed a Tiger.”’® This Tiger Phobia was discussed in many post war memoirs,
including George Blackburn’s Guns of Normandy where the Sherman was described as
“grossly inferior” to the Tiger.>’’ Nonetheless, despite this prominence in the memoir
literature, in many encounters between the Tigers and Allied units, the actions were
marked not by panic and fear but instead cool heads and good tactics. This trend was
already evident at Villers Bocage, where B and C Squadrons of the 4™ CLY and the
infantry of the 1 and 7" Battalions Queens Royal Regiment had overcome their initial
shock and effectively dispatched the counterattack which followed Wittmann’s foolhardy
attack, to say nothing of the anti-tank gun crew that had disabled his tank in the first
place. Consequently, it is clear that Tiger Phobia was present, but mostly had the effect of
overinflating the number of Tigers reported in Normandy, rather than affecting the Allies
ability to destroy them.””®

After Villers Bocage, the Tigers would return to prominence during Operation
Goodwood on July 18", After little over a month in Normandy the Allies had yet to

achieve a decisive breakthrough but Operation Goodwood was intended to be the
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breakthrough they had been looking for. Facing them were the Tigers of schwere Panzer
Abteilung 503.°"°

Schwere Panzer Abteilung 503 had been the last of the three schwere Panzer
Abteilungen to be deployed to Normandy. It had left the Eastern Front on May 25", 1944
after two years of hard fighting. During its reconstruction in June 1944, the unit was
issued with twelve Tiger IIs, some of the first issued. All would be employed by 1.503.
Once the unit was fully equipped it was transported by rail to the Paris area between June
29" and July 5. From there, like schwere SS Panzer Abteilung 101 the unit conducted
road marches into Normandy. Unlike the SS, the 503 moving at night was able to avoid
losses to Allied aircraft. It was not, however, carried out without incident. On July 6th,
while crossing a bridge near the village of Canon, Tiger 323, commanded by Feldwebel
Seidel crashed through it. Seidel and his crew were injured but did survive the event, but
their Tiger did not.**® After this less than auspicious start the 503 were involved in a
number of small engagements on the eastern flank of the invasion front but Goodwood
was to be their first large scale engagement of the campaign.

The Kompanien of the 503 were dispersed behind the German front line. 3.503
had their assembly area outside Manneville. This proved to be an unfortunate placement
as this was one the areas targeted by the RAF. Leutnant Richard von Rosen, the acting

company commander experienced the bombing first hand, feeling as “helpless as a
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drowning man tossed into raging seas”.”®' When the bombardment finally ended “of the

once so beautiful parkland nothing remained but shredded trees, churned meadows and
giant bomb craters so numerous that they overlapped-a gray, repulsive moonscape”.*** In
this midst of this moonscape sat the remnants of his company. The 500 and 1,000 pound
bombs had decimated the Tigers. One tank took a direct hit and “looked like a giant
opened sardine tin”.**’ Another lay on its turret, the force of the blasts overturning the 56-
ton vehicle. Even the surviving tanks were not in fine fighting trim, having been covered
in dirt up to their turrets, covered in fallen trees and with many having broken tracks.***
Moving on foot, von Rosen was able to establish contact with the Abteilung and was
ordered to ready as many tanks as he could and proceed to occupy positions between
Maneville and Cagny, on what was suspected, correctly, to be the left flank of the British
attack.’®

Of the thirteen Tigers the Kompanie had at the beginning of the day, only six were
still roadworthy, but two them were forced to travel slowly on account of engine fires.
There was one additional problem as the blasts had de-calibrated their guns, meaning that

386
Nevertheless,

they needed three shots to hit targets they could normally hit with one.
they were able to reach their position between Maneville and Cagny. At this point two
tanks were destroyed by rounds that penetrated their front armour. This came as

something of a shock to the men of the 3.503 who had not previously encountered a

British weapon that could penetrate the Tigers frontal armour, a belief that suggests they
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had not been informed of, or had forgotten in the heat of the moment about the Firefly
and its 17 Pounder. Regardless, it was not a British tank that had destroyed the two
Tigers, but a battery of 8.8cm Flak 36/37 guns defending the Cagny airfield which Oberst
Hans von Luck of the 21* Panzer Division had ordered into action to hold the flank. In
the confusion the Luftwaffe gunners had mistaken the lead Tigers for Allied tanks.®’
Despite this set back the Flak guns and von Rosen’s four Tigers were ideally situated to
attack the 11"™ Armoured Divisions leading brigade, the 29" Armoured. It’s leading
regiment, the 3" Royal Tank Regiment was able to avoid the worst of the German’s fire,
but the following unit, the 2™ Fife and Forfar Yeomanry, which was to have masked
Cagny took the full brunt of the German crossfire. With the Yeomanry being battered by

1™ Armoured and the Guards Armoured

the Germans, the following units from both the 1
Divisions were delayed and taken under fire.**®
After the battle, von Luck observed an estimated forty British tanks destroyed in
the fields between the Flak battery at Cagny and von Rosen’s four Tigers. This victory
was a deadly testament to the long-range firepower of the “damned 88’s”, but it was not
the only operation conducted by schwere Panzer Abteilung 503 on July 18"*%° The
1.503 had also been hit by the Allied bombing but four of its Tiger II’s were still fully
functional, though Tiger 100 slipped into a bomb crater and could not be recovered.

These Tiger IIs alongside the Tiger Is of 2.503 which had escaped the bombing were key

components in a pair of counterattacks in the afternoon.
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That afternoon, 1.503s Tiger IIs, alongside eight Panzer IVs of the 21* Panzer
Division attacked Demouville. The attack was repulsed with heavy losses. Two of the
Tiger IIs were destroyed outright by Allied fire, giving them the dubious distinction being

3% While details are limited, it is clear

the first Tiger IIs destroyed by direct enemy fire.
that the dug in British defenders of Demouville and the Sherman’s of the Irish Guards
were more than a match for the small German counterattacking force, especially since the
Germans lacked the infantry support that might have helped to neutralize the towns
defenders. Given that not even the 17 Pounder could penetrate the 150mm frontal armour
of the Tiger 11, it is likely that the tanks were either destroyed by well concealed anti-tank
guns, striking the thinner side and rear armour or by outflanking Sherman’s targeting the

I In this first engagement of the Tiger IIs, they had proven to be no

same weaknesses.
match for the well prepared British defenders, which demonstrated not only that Tiger
Phobia was by no means ubiquitous but also that the western Allies, like the Soviets by
1944, had developed a number of weapons and tactics to destroy the Tigers and not even
the much improved protection of the Tiger II was proof against them.

While the 1.503 was giving its Tiger IIs a bloody baptism of fire, the Tiger Is of
2.503 were engaged in their own counterattack. The Kompanie, alongside the training
battalion of the 16™ Luftwaffe Field Division, (which had already been decimated by the

bombing) and Anti-tank Battalion von Obstfelder of the 346" Infantry Division, attacked

northwest of Toran. This effort proved much more successful than the attack of 1.503,
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protecting the open hole left by the badly mauled 16" Luftwaffe on the German right
flank.***

By evening the survivors of the Abteilung including 3.503 which had been
reduced to only one operational tank - the others succumbing to the damage inflicted by
the RAF earlier in the day - were withdrawn to the Frenouville area to defend the Cagny-
Vimont road. Here they stopped a further attack to the southeast from Cagny, which had
fallen earlier that afternoon.>”® During this action a Tiger II, Tiger 112, was destroyed in a
highly unconventional manner. In the midst of engaging Shermans from the Irish Guards
in front of it the inexperienced commander of the Tiger ordered it to reverse straight
through a hedge where it promptly ran into a British Sherman.***

This encounter left both crews with “the war story of a lifetime”, led to the loss of
the Tiger and brought the 503’s day to an end, but there was still more for the Tigers to
do.*” Schwere SS Panzer Abteilung 101, along with the Panthers of the LSSAH were part
of I SS Panzer Corps reserve. These forces, assisted by one of the Leibstandarte
Panzergrenadier battalions launched a counterattack of their own in the afternoon towards
Bourgebus to protect Bourgebus Ridge. The Abteilung committed nineteen Tiger’s of its
2.and 3.Kompanien (1.SS 101 had returned to Germany on July 2™ to be retrained on

Tiger II’s after sustaining heavy losses> °) and they, alongside the tanks and infantry of
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the LSSAH halted the final attacks of the 7™ Armoured Division. During the day the SS
101 lost one Tiger to a Sherman Firefly.”®’

Operation Goodwood would last until July 20", but the debacle on the first day
had taken its toll on the attacking divisions and little additional progress was made.
Bourgebus Ridge remained in German hands and the breakout that had been promised
was still illusive. Losses had also been heavy with over four hundred tanks lost.**® While
much of the responsibility for the defeat must be laid at the feet of British officers, it was
also undeniable that VII Corps had encountered a “topclass German defence” and that the
Tigers of the 503 and SS 101 had been important parts of that defence.*”

The Tigers were important to the defence against Goodwood but their
performance was decidedly mixed. It is easy to praise the actions of SS 101 and 2.503 in
their well-executed counterattacks which saved the German right flank and denied the
British Bourgebus Ridge while continuing to show the Tiger’s adept performance in it’s
intended role. 3.503 also has to be commended for their quick recovery after the
devastating bombardment which allowed them to play a key role in the defence of the
Cagny area throughout much of the day. There was however, also much to condemn,
especially in the attack of 1.503, where the advantages conveyed by the armour and
armament of the Tiger II’s were squandered in a poorly supported attack against a well
prepared enemy. Thus, like the Tiger I’s first inauspicious employment by the 502 back

in September 1942, the initial use of the Tiger II demonstrated the vehicles weaknesses
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far more than its strengths. It also showcased how much better prepared the Allies were
for the appearance of German heavy tanks, be they Tiger Is or Tiger IIs than they had
been in 1942. Despite the fact that even their most powerful weapons bounced off the
new Tigers frontal armour, the defenders of Demouville learned that the Tiger II shared
its predecessors vulnerabilities and were able to defeat the counterattack. Consequently,
while the Tiger II was a superior vehicle in many respects over its predecessor, the strides
that the Allies had made in weapons and tactics meant that the Tiger II would not enjoy
the success that the Tiger I had in 1942-1943.

It also has to be said that while the Tiger’s overall performance had been quite
good, just as at Villers Bocage, the Allies numerical advantage wiped out their gains. The
four hundred tanks that the British had lost during Goodwood were quickly replaced and
the Desert Rats, who had been handed another bloody defeat, were nevertheless fully
operational and ready for Operation Spring, launched on July 25™ 290 1 contrast the
heavy losses sustained by schwere Panzer Abteilung 503, were not made good. The unit
lost thirteen Tigers on the 18", most of them to the preliminary bombing, none of which
were replaced.*!

Operation Totalize was to breakthrough to Falaise. Like Operation Goodwood it
would feature preliminary attacks by the RAF, but they were employed differently. Not
only would there be a preliminary bombardment, but also a second phase bombardment.
This second phase would follow the initial break in by the 2" and 3" Canadian Infantry
Divisions and was designed to destroy the German second line and impede the arrival of

German reserves, both of which had remained intact during Goodwood. Once the second
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phase bombardment had cleared the way, Simonds armoured divisions, 4™ Canadian and
1* Polish would breakthrough.**

Totalize began just after 1 1pm on August 7", as 1020 bombers and 720 guns
struck the 89" Infantry Division. The first phase was far from a flawless operation, with a
number of units becoming lost. Nevertheless, by noon on the 8%, they had achieved
almost all of their phase one objectives. This success opened a six-kilometer wide hole in
the German line and unlike during Goodwood there was no second German line to hold
the Canadians back. Only a rapid response by the German’s reserves could save the
situation.**?

A rapid response is just what they got. Soon after the bombers began to drop their
payloads on the 89" Infantry Division holding the German frontline, SS Oberfiihrer (A
senior colonel with no direct equivalent in the Heer) Kurt Meyer, commanding the 12"
SS Panzer Division Hitlerjugend (Hitler Youth) recognized that a Canadian breakthrough
in this section could easily reach the Route Nationale 158 which connected Caen to
Falaise and moved quickly to mobilize the available portions of his division, which was
effectively the only German reserve for a series of counterattacks on the 8".*** Meyer
assembled two Kampfgruppen for the defence of the area. Kampfgruppe Waldmiiller,
consisting of 1. Abteilung SS Panzer Regiment 12 (Equipped with Panzer [Vs), .SS
Panzergrenadier Regiment 25, 1. SS Panzerjéger Abteilung 12 (equipped with Jagdpanzer

IVs, a casemate tank destroyer with a 7.5cm gun on the Panzer IV chassis) and 3.SS 101,
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equipped with Tigers, were ordered to recapture the hills south of St. Aigan.
Kampfgruppe Wiinsche, with three Panzer Kompanien, one each of Panzer I'Vs, Panthers
and the Tigers of 2.SS 101, along with the I and III. Panzergrenadier Regiment 26 was to
disengage from the fighting at the Grimbosq bridgehead to the south and occupy the hills
to the west and northwest of Potigny.*> Once these two Kampfgruppen were in place, the
Hitlerjugend would control the two best routes into Falaise, but only temporarily. While
the two Kampfgruppen looked formidable, all of the units employed were understrength
and could not be expected to hold against the Canadian attack for long, but the hope was
that they could hold long enough for the 85" Infantry Division to arrive on the 9™, which
would add some much needed depth to the German position.**°

Meyer had reacted with great speed to the Canadian attack in the finest German
tradition but his delaying actions were inadvertently helped by the actions of the
Canadians. While it was only at noon that the majority of the Canadians objectives had
been secured, many had been secured hours earlier and there was an opportunity to press
on, especially since the two exploiting armoured divisions, 4™ Canadian and 1* Polish
were ready to go. However, the bombers could not be called off on short notice and so
the second phase had to begin on schedule at 1:55 in the afternoon. It was this interlude
that allowed Meyer’s Kampfgruppen to advance and would allow them to play a

. . . . 40
significant role in Totalize’s second phase.*"’
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During this interlude Michael Wittmann, in temporary command of schwere SS
Panzer Abteilung 101, would lead eight Tigers forward as part of Kampfgruppe
Waldmiiller, at 12:30. The counterattack of Kampfgruppe Waldmiiller was in keeping
with the long standing German traditions of aggression and seizing of the initiative but
the time when those hallmarks would have carried the day were long gone. While the
Germans had been assembling their forces, 2™ Canadian Infantry Division and the British
51% Highland Division (attached to II Canadian Corps for the operation), had been
preparing for a counterattack. Since the Canadians expected to find the Hitlerjugend in
the German second line they had planned for an attack by that division and the remnants
of the 89™ Infantry Division hours earlier. So rather than attacking exhausted men who
had just finished wresting their objectives from the enemy, the weak German
Kampfgruppe, which consisted of an understrength infantry battalion supported by three
depleted companies of AFVs were attacking two infantry and two armoured brigades
with ample time to prepare. The defenders also enjoyed a five to one superiority in
artillery.**®

To make matters worse, the elements of Kampfgruppe Waldmiiller did not strike
the British and Canadian positions all at once, but instead the attack broke down into
three separate ones, which were incapable of supporting each other. The Panzer IVs of 11
Abteilung Panzer Regiment 12 attacked Cremesnil, Waldmiiller’s Panzergrenadiers
attacked St. Aignan, while Wittmann’s Tigers and the Jagdpanzer IVs drove down Route

409
1.

Nationale 158 towards Gaumesni While all three attacks would fail, it was

Wittmann’s Tigers that would prove the limitations of the Tiger’s in 1944. Wittmann
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advanced down the Route Nationale, ignoring the woods to his right where Allied tanks
were waiting in ambush.*'® Allied accounts confirm Wittmann’s poor decision making as
they came under fire from three armoured regiments. In the orchards to the east (on the
right) of the Route Nationale were the Shermans of A Squadron, Northamptonshire

411

Yeomanry.” " On the other side of the Route Nationale A Squadron, Sherbrooke

412

Fusiliers, also fired on the Germans.™ ~ Further to the north, B Squadron of the 144

Regiment, Royal Armoured Corps (144 RAC) also took the AFV’s of Kampfgruppe

413

Waldmiiller under fire.” ~ Between the two British and one Canadian Regiments (The

Sherbrooke Fusiliers) eight Tigers had been claimed but only five had actually been

destroyed, based on examination of the wrecked vehicles afterwards.*'*

Regardless of the
number of losses it was clear that the attack had been launched in haste and Wittmann
had led his Tigers down the Route Nationale into what amounted to an ambush launched
from three sides. In the process Wittmann lost his own life, as well as that of his crew. He
also cost schwere SS Panzer Abteilung 101 five Tigers, which the depleted unit could ill
afford.*"”

After the collapse of Kampfgruppe Waldmiiller’s attack along Route Nationale
158 and the launching of Totalizes 2" phase, the exploitation by the 4™ Canadian and 1*
Polish Armoured Divisions would come the Tiger’s last action of the day. As part of his

response to the operation, Meyer had dispatched elements of Kampfgruppe Wiinsche to

occupy positions in the woods between Robertmesnil and St. Sylvain, including the
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Tigers of 2.SS 101.*'® From these woods, the Tigers, Jagdpanzer IVs and Panzer IVs
could disrupt the advance of the 1* Polish Armoured Division. At 2:25, just half an hour
after the advance had begun the 2" Armoured Regiment came under fire from these
woods, reporting that twenty Tigers were firing at them. In reality 2.SS 101 had only
three Tigers available, so the majority were likely Jagdpanzer IVs and Panzer IVs.*'” The
exact composition of the German force aside, their fire brought the Polish advance to a
standstill. Attempts to blast the Germans out of the woods proved fruitless and while the
10™ Mounted Rifle Regiment, the divisions reconnaissance unit and its Cromwell’s were
able to blunt an attempt by the Kampfgruppe to outflank the stalled Poles, the offensive
proved impossible to restart. By the end of the day the division’s armoured brigade, the
10™ Armoured Cavalry had lost 57 tanks, almost a third of its strength.*'® While the Poles
had taken heavy losses, the Tigers did not come out of the fight without losing a tank of
their own, though that was small consolation to the Poles.*"”

The operations of 2.SS 101 and the rest of Kampfgruppe Wiinsche did
successfully hold up an entire armoured division for a day, a strong performance,
especially given the small number of vehicles involved, and a good example of the Tiger
Phobia found in Normandy. However, claims of success for the 2.SS 101 and the rest of
Kampfgruppe Wiinsche should come with some caveats. The 1* Polish Armoured
Division had only just arrived in Normandy and watching much of their lead unit being
destroyed in the open by hidden German tanks would be enough to make even hardened

veterans hesitant. Also the German position had not been struck by the Phase Two
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bombardment and subsequent efforts to neutralize the position with the divisions own
artillery also failed.**° Consequently, while the Kampfgruppe and its Tigers had done
very well, they were aided considerably by the failure of the Poles supporting arms and
their inexperience. Regardless of how the credit is allocated, by the end of the day the
Polish advance, upon which half of Simonds plan depended had failed and the 4™
Canadian Armoured Division had not fared much better, though it was primarily poor
staff work that caused their operations to fail, not German guns.**'

Despite the poor showing of the Canadian and Polish Armoured Divisions,
August 8" was the beginning of the end for the German’s eastern flank. Totalize was
followed by Operation Tractable, launched on the 14", which put I Canadian Corps over
the Laison River and culminated in a drive to Falaise with units of II Canadian Corps and
US V Corps.*** This effort created the Falaise pocket on August 19, This pocket
contained over 100,000 German soldiers from eleven infantry and ten Panzer divisions. A
major Allied victory was in the offing but determined German counterattacks managed to
keep a narrow escape route open, through which between 35,000 and 40,000 men
o]t 423

managed to escape before the Allies sealed off the pocket for good on the

Amongst the escapees from the pocket were the men of the three schwere Panzer
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Abteilungen that had been fighting in Normandy, though only three of their tanks would
survive the retreat and return to Germany with their crews.**

The campaign in Normandy was not only a dismal failure for the Germans in
general but also for the Tigers. Their victories at Villers Bocage as well as during
Operation Goodwood and Totalize were overshadowed not only by the overall failure of
the German defence in all three instances but also the fact that even when the Germans
were able to cause significant losses, the Allies were able to quickly make them good -
something which the Germans could not do. Also, while Wittmann helped to spread
Tiger Phobia across the beachhead after his attack at Villers Bocage, time and time again
the Allies performance against these vehicles was not characterized by fear but rather
careful application of superior tactics. This was true in both engagements with the
familiar Tiger I but also the brand new Tiger II, whose appearance did not appear to
unduly alarm the Allied units facing them. Indeed the Allies had no trouble applying the
tactics they had prepared for the Tiger I against its successor. So while Normandy is often
considered to be the place where the Tigers were most feared, it is instead where the fear

of the Tiger finally disappeared for good.
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Chapter 8: The Final Battles: The Tiger II in Hungary
October 1944 to March 1945

The Normandy Campaign had been an inauspicious one for the Tigers and for the
new Tiger II in particular. It was not until a number of schwere Panzer Abteilungen
equipped with these tanks were deployed to Hungary, in October 1944, that the Tiger 11
would fully demonstrate its capabilities. The operations of the Tiger II in Hungary
included a series of counterattacks by schwere Panzer Abteilung 503 in October and later
operations by both Heer and Waffen SS Abteilungen from January to March 1945,
including the major offensives of Konrad I to III as well as Friihlingserwachen (Spring
Awakening). These operations demonstrated that even with Germany’s final defeat
looming, large-scale deployments of Tiger IIs with ample support could be tactically
successful. That said, the Allies numerical and material superiority, which had been
working against the Tigers since 1943, was still very much in evidence and ensured that
any German victories were especially short lived. Also working against the Tigers was
the decline of the German army more generally, which often denied the schwere Panzer
Abteilungen the support required to achieve even temporary success. Consequently,
operations in Hungary would better illustrate the strengths of the Tiger II but even when
these tanks were performing well, there was no way they could hope to compensate for
the broader problems afflicting the Heer.

Hungary had been a member of the Axis since 1940 and by the fall of 1944, it was
one of Germany’s last and most vital allies. With the defection of the Romanians on
August 23", 1944, the Germans had lost the support of their military along its vulnerable

southern flank and more importantly access to Romanian oil. Determined to keep
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Hungary in the war, to keep the Soviets out of Austria and to maintain control of
Hungary’s oilfields, Hitler invested considerable resources into Hungary’s defence. By
March 1945 half of the armoured formations on the Eastern Front were employed in
Hungary. In total fifteen Panzer, four Panzergrenadier, four infantry and four cavalry
divisions were sent to Hungary before the wars end.**

By October 1944, before the bulk of the German reinforcements arrived, the Axis
forces defending Hungary had been pushed deep into the interior, following a succession
of Soviet attacks over the summer and were within seventy kilometers of Budapest.**® At
this point schwere Panzer Abteilung 503, which had been completely reequipped with the
Tiger II after their losses in Normandy was dispatched to Budapest on October 9™.*%

After helping to stage a coup to keep Hungary in the war, the Abteilung was
transferred to the front.*® On the 18", the Abteilung was attached to the 24™ Panzer
Division for IV Panzer Corps’ counterattack out of the Szolnok Bridgehead towards
Debrecen. Owing to a lack of rail transport only the Tigers of 1.503 and ten Tigers of

3.503 were available.**’

What followed was an operation that echoed the exploits of the
Panzer divisions that had swept across France in 1940. The German attack struck the

First Romanian Army and caused its defences to collapse almost immediately. The chaos

was so complete that a train carrying a Soviet Guards cavalry division drove into the area
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unawares and was shot up by the Tigers.**

By the days end the Germans had advanced
forty kilometers. In the early years of the war, an opening attack like this would be the
prelude to a great victory as the Panzers surged forward, deep into the enemy’s rear.
Unfortunately for the Germans, much had changed since those halcyon days and while
the Romanians were as ill prepared as any Allied army had been early in the war, their
new Soviet allies had extensive fighting the Germans and would not provide them with
any easy victories the next day.

For operations on the 20™, 3.503 was to lead the assault towards the city of
Turkeve. Unfortunately, the only available route was down a narrow causeway over a
dam, flanked by marshland, which was an impenetrable obstacle for the seventy-ton
Tigers. The Tigers thick frontal armour allowed them to survive the advance down the
causeway and they were able to take Turkeve, though seven of the ten tanks were

disabled in the advance on the town™*!

. Without more tanks the German advance halted

outside Kisujszalls.** Despite being unable to take Kisujszalls, the attack had been a

tremendous success with schwere Panzer Abteilung 503 advancing seventy kilometers in

two days, the deepest penetration achieved by any schwere Panzer Abteilung during the
433

war.”~ Unfortunately this great success was followed by a rapid withdrawal as Soviet

forces captured Mezotur, a town in the German’s rear. With the specter of encirclement
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looming, the Germans turned around and began a fighting retreat back to the Theiss
River, where they would remain for most of the next month.***

The 503’s operations in October demonstrated that, even in 1944, the schwere
Panzer Abteilung could still find great success in their intended role but in many respects
these operations were the exception, not the rule. The Abteilung was fresh and could
employ the majority of its vehicles in the attack and they were well supported by the 24™
Panzer Division. They also had the advantage on the 19" of attacking the 1* Romanian
Army, whose principal anti-tank gun was still a 47mm gun of French design that had
been purchased before the war. The Germans had done little to provide their erstwhile
ally with better anti-tank guns and the Soviets had not had time to upgrade their new
ally’s arsenal, leaving them vulnerable to attack by virtually any late war tank, but

especially the Tiger I1.*%

That said, the better equipped Soviets fared only slightly better,
as even their well constructed defensive lines were penetrated by the Germans. So fresh
schwere Panzer Abteilungen could still perform their assigned tasks even late in the war,
but the circumstances that would allow for this performance, fresh tanks, good support
and weak enemy forces were very rare. It is also important to emphasize, that whatever
the weakness of the Soviet defences of Turkeve were, the Soviets still had sufficient
strength to outmaneuver the Germans and force them to respond to their attack, rather
than pressing forwards. So even at their most successful, at this stage in the war the

Soviet’s material and numerical advantage was still decisive and could erase German

gains with ease.
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On December 24", the Axis position in Hungary became even worse as the Red

Army encircled Budapest.**

With the capital threatened the emphasis shifted towards its
relief. There would be three operations launched to relieve Budapest in January, named
Konrad I-11I. Schwere Panzer Abteilung 503 and 509 would play important roles in these
operations, as would the Tiger Is of SS Panzer Division Totenkopf (The Division was
designated as a Panzer Division in December 1943). Konrad I would see an attack from
the north using the 96™ Infantry Division to cross to the Danube’s southern bank, opening
the way for IV SS Panzer Corps to thrust east along the riverbank then turning south
towards the city.**’ The initial attacks by the 96™ Infantry and IV SS Panzer Corps on
January 1%, were a success, but by January 6™, the offensive had stalled after the capture
of Bicske owing to Soviet numerical superiority and the mountainous terrain in the
area.”® One of the attacking divisions was the 3™ SS Panzer Division Totenkopf, the only
unit to retain its schwere Panzer Kompanie. The 9. Kompanie SS Panzer Regiment 3,
which was still equipped with Tiger Is, would be an important part of the division’s
offensive firepower, but its older Tigers were more vulnerable to Soviet fire, than the new
Tiger IIs, especially given that the growing number of 152mm guns fielded to counter the
latest German tanks had no problem penetrating the Tiger Is armour.”* When the

offensive began on January 1%, the Kompanie had eleven of its seventeen tanks

operational. By the 6", only four tanks were operational and that day would see three
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Tigers disabled by Soviet anti-tank guns. Their crews subsequently destroyed these
vehicles as they could not be recovered. In addition to the three Tigers lost on the 6™, a
further four vehicles had been destroyed by Soviet fire in the preceding days. These
losses would keep the Kompanie out of Konrad II while damaged vehicles were repaired,
denying Totenkopf an important force multiplier for the next offensive. The loss of seven
tanks in less than week was a spectacular series of losses, especially given that during
Operation Zitadelle Totenkopf had only lost one Tiger in the course of that two week
operation.**” These heavy losses were a testament to not only the strength of the Soviets
defences but also to the greater abundance of weapons capable of killing Tigers. These
included not only a greater numbers of ZiS-3 anti-tank guns but also the aforementioned
IS-2, the T-34/85 as well as the ISU 122 and 152. These were casemate tank destroyers
with 122mm and 152mm guns on the IS-2 chassis, which provided them with more

441

protection than had been afforded to the earlier SU 122 and 152s.”" While these new

vehicles would struggle to penetrate the heavier armour of the Tiger II, they had much
less trouble penetrating the flat 100mm armour plate on the front of the Tiger I.**?
Consequently by 1945, it was clear that the Tiger I was well and truly obsolete as a

breakthrough tank, given the improvements in the Soviet arsenal that had been

undertaken the previous year.
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Acting in support of IV SS Panzer Corps was III Panzer Corps, on the SS corps
right flank. Among their units was schwere Panzer Abteilung 503. After three months
fighting in Hungary the Abteilung had only twenty-six tanks and of those only ten were
operational when the operation began on January 1*. The initial attack struck especially
strong Soviet positions, with some key areas requiring twelve attacks to overcome. Given
this heavy fighting it is not surprising that the attack took a heavy toll on the depleted
Tiger unit as the next day only two Tigers were left in operation. This loss was heavier in
terms of numbers than that suffered by the 9.Totenkopf but crucially the improved
armour of the Tiger II meant that none of the 503’s Tigers were lost and by the 4", the
unit was able to field thirteen tanks. While the 503’s Tigers had fared better than those of
Totenkopf, III Panzer Corps progress was no better than that of IV SS Panzer Corps,
requiring a second operation.**’

Konrad II would shift the emphasis to III Panzer Corps, to not only gain ground
but also to relieve pressure on IV SS Panzer Corps. Schwere Panzer Abteilung 503 was
once again in the vanguard of III Panzer Corps. 1.503 was attached to the 4™ Cavalry
Division while the rest of the Abteilung would fight alongside the 23" Panzer Division.
On the 9™, 1.503s attack went fairly well and resulted in the destruction of seven enemy
tanks. On the 23" Panzer’s front a Tiger ran afoul of an SU-152 and was destroyed. That
was however, far from the only problem that 2.and 3.503 encountered. When the Tigers

encountered a strong Soviet trench line the battalion commander, Hauptmann von Diest-
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Koerber attempted to personally motivate the supporting infantry.*** In a dramatic display
he left his tank and attempted to rally them on foot, but they refused to follow.**

With the aid of several corporals von Diest-Koerber was able to rally the reluctant
infantry and they secured the Soviet trench.**® The need to rally the infantry to continue
to advance with the tanks was a sign of the weakness of the German infantry by 1945.
Their unwillingness to support the attack of the tanks violated the principles of combined
arms attacks laid out in the 1943 Guidelines for Employment of Panzers in Cooperation
with an Infantry Division. The manual emphasized that the close support of the infantry
was absolutely vital to the success of any combined effort. The tanks would reduce strong
points and suppress enemy infantry. In return the infantry would eliminate enemy anti-
tank guns and warn of other obstacles. This effort placed great demands on the infantry,
which the manual acknowledges, “You must then give up your last strength to take
advantage of the paralysis of enemy weapons by the tanks and follow them quickly.
Better to shed sweat than blood!”.**’

After six long years of war not only was there a shortage of infantry, but the
infantry that were available were tired, worn out and unwilling to act in the aggressive
manner that had been the hallmark of the German military earlier in the war. It also

demonstrated that the Tigers were only a part of a larger combined arms system and even

though the Tigers themselves could perform well, they were incapable of achieving their
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objectives alone. As Herman Balck said in his memoirs, in a criticism of this late war
tendency that could just as easily act as a assessment of this attack:
Tactics is the coordinated effect of all arms in space and time onto one objective,
with the emphasis being on a/l arms and one objective. The armoured units on
their own could not handle the Russian infantry. One type of arm by itself is
doomed to failure, and this iron-clad principle had been violated.***
The highlight of Konrad II for the 503 was the attack on Zamoly on January 11th.
The Abteilung deployed thirteen Tigers for the operation and while it was a success, it
was a costly one as von Rosen recalled:
The Russians had very skillfully positioned some SU-152 [or ISU-152s which
would have been more common at this time, though distinguishing between the
two at range in combat ranges would have been difficult***] self-propelled assault
guns in the vineyard...We had not even spotted them when suddenly a 1
Company panzer went up in flames... Half an hour later the same thing happened
to a second panzer. We withdrew a little. Apparently the crews of these guns
observed us from hiding. When they saw a panzer they came into the open, aimed
and fired one round, and withdrew into cover immediately. This deprived us of
the opportunity to return fire and knock them out... After another half- hour a
third panzer, standing to my left, was hit, killing the crew. We were at a loss how

to deal with these assault guns since we had no idea where they were.*’
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Von Rosen’s Tiger would be the next to fall victim. His encounter with the ISU-
152s outside Zamoly was an excellent example of how the Soviets had learned to
effectively counter the Tiger II. The assault guns not only had the firepower to overcome
the Tigers formidable armour but also had the tactics necessary to avoid retaliation. By
this stage in the war, the Allies in both the east and the west had become quite adept at
countering Tigers. That said, the Soviets did not have it all their way. They did lose the
town, and according to German records, would lose twenty-one tanks and twenty anti-
tank guns but as was the norm by this point in the war, these material losses were ones
that the Soviets could easily replace. By contrast the three Tigers lost by the Abteilung,
with a further seven, including von Rosen’s badly damaged one were not so easily
replaced. Indeed, the attack at Zamoly was the 503s last operation in Konrad II as the
depleted unit, which only had twenty three tanks, of which only three were operational
was withdrawn to repair its badly damaged vehicles. So even when the Soviets lost the
battle, their ability to inflict losses on the Abteilung was a greater victory, as a key
German supporting element was removed from operations for some time, weakening the
German offensive.*"

The loss of the Tigers was a blow but the great success of the operation was
obtained not by the Tiger supported III Panzer Corps, which made very limited progress
but instead by IV SS Panzer Corps. The 711" Infantry Division managed to break into
the Soviets lines to the southeast, allowing the 5™ SS Panzer Division, Wiking (Viking)
to breakthrough. This attack met with great success, catching the Soviets off guard and

allowing the division to continue on until it was just seventeen kilometers from Budapest,
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before being withdrawn on the 12" for fear that the limited German penetration would be
cut off and destroyed. Even in the last months of the war, the Tigers were proving to be
nice additions to the Heer, but the fundamental principles of armoured warfare that the
Germans had developed in the interwar period were still more than capable of delivering
victory without the Tigers, even if two divisions could only deliver a fleeting victory far
short of the decisive operation success that the Germans required to relieve Budapest**
Konrad II had been another failure, but Wiking’s success placed the Germans
tantalizingly close to Budapest so Konrad III was authorized. For this operation, IV SS
Panzer Corps was once again going to lead the offensive, but rather than launching
another attack in the north along the Danube the new plan was to strike further south
between Lake Balaton and Lake Velence, driving straight on to Budapest. The Soviets
had noticed the movement of IV SS Panzer Corps but believed that the Corps was going
north, to Prague, rather than spearheading another attack on Budapest. Consequently the
Germans achieved total surprise when the attack was launched on January 18" % This
day was particularly auspicious for schwere Panzer Abteilung 509. The 509 had been all
but wiped out fighting on the Vistula River in September 1944 and had been rebuilt and
reequipped with the Tiger II. It arrived in Hungary on January 15", just in time for
Konrad II1.*** The 509 would be spearheading the IV SS Panzer Corps attack,
specifically that of the Totenkopf. 9. Totenkopf had nine Tiger Is ready, but after their

poor showing in Konrad I, these vehicles were employed in a supporting role. Leading
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the attack would be the new Tiger Ils of the 509.*° The first day of Konrad III offered a
rare opportunity to see a schwere Panzer Abteilung performing exactly as envisioned, at
full strength, rather than attacking piecemeal and at reduced strength as was the norm
throughout the war.*®

The initial attack was a success for the Abteilung, but extensive minefields and the
usual Soviets defence in depth took a heavy toll with only eighteen Tigers still
operational by the end of the morning.*’ At 2pm the attack on the town of Szabadbattyan
began. The town was captured but the Soviets destroyed the town’s bridge over the
Sarviz Canal when the lead Tigers were just fifty meters away. Nevertheless, the
Abteilung penetrated the Soviets lines to a distance of nineteen kilometers, an excellent
demonstration of their offensive capabilities at full strength. As impressive as the
achievement was, a number of other factors must be considered which make their success
one that comes with significant caveats. The Abteilung suffered heavy losses in the
attack. Seven Tigers were destroyed by Soviet fire and a further sixteen were disabled.*®
Losing half of the Abteilung in a day, even if most of the vehicles could be recovered and
restored was a serious loss, especially since the offensive was far from over. These losses
were also a reflection of the fact that the Tiger II was unable to escape the problems that
had hobbled the Tiger I in pervious offensives, most notably Kursk. As in that great 1943
battle, the combination of strong Soviet defenses and the Tiger’s poor mechanical

reliability led to rapid and significant losses in fighting power, which meant that it was
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very difficult to sustain the momentum of an advance once the initial break in had been
achieved and create the breakthroughs that the Tigers were designed to force.

The other two Tiger units in Konrad III, 9.Totenkopf and the 503 started the
operation badly depleted. Schwere Panzer Abteilung 503, once again employed in
support of III Panzer Corps began the operation with just eight Tigers which was the
greatest number they would field during the operation, with the average being just five

tanks.*’

Totenkopf’s Tigers would support the division throughout the operation but the
Kompanie never had more than five operational Tigers. By the time it was called off on
the 26", the Kompanie had just one operational Tiger, which was par for the course for
the whole of SS Panzer Regiment 3. In addition to its lone Tiger, also had one operational
Panzer IV and one operational Panther, a far cry from the 176 tanks the regiment should
have had.*®

The poor state of Totenkopf’s Panzer Regiment on January 26™ was a problem
across the divisions participating in the operation and Balck ended the operation on that
day for lack of offensive power. When the offensive was called off, the Germans were
just twenty kilometers from Budapest but as the strength of the Tiger units indicates quite
starkly, actually reaching the city was far outside the capabilities of the forces

employed.*®' With the failure of the relief effort, Budapest’s fate was sealed, though the

city would not fall until an abortive and ill-advised breakout attempt by the city’s
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defenders failed on February 11™.%? The efforts to relieve Budapest with Konrad I-ITI
were failures that demonstrated that while even at the end of the war the Wehrmacht in
general and the Tigers in particular could still enjoy an occasional victory, their wider
ability to capitalize on those victories had been severely diminished.

The fall of Budapest was not the end of the fighting in Hungary, but it did
represent the last glimmers of German operational success in the theatre, as the final
German offensive, Friihlingserwachen - launched in March 1945 met with little success
and merely kept the last German armoured reserves far from Berlin, proving far more
advantageous to the Soviets than the Germans. In this final offensive the depleted 509
and schwere SS Panzer Abteilung 501 (Previously schwere SS Panzer Abteilung 101) had
met with little success and were forced to abandon the majority of their vehicles in the
final retreat into Austria.*®’

Tactically, the schwere Panzer Abteilungen that fought in Hungary from October
1944 to March 1945 did not entirely share Germany’s strategic weakness. When an
adequate number of the Tigers with good support attacked the Soviets they could still
succeed but the demands placed upon them, their lack of mechanical reliability and the
poor state of the Heer made it difficult to create favorable conditions. The success of the
initial operations of the 509 in Konrad III and the 503’s attack on the First Romanian
Army were outnumbered by failures. Friihlingserwachen was perhaps the most dramatic

but it was the failed rallying of the infantry by Hauptmann von Diest-Koerber and the
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depletion of the 509 after their initial success in Konrad III that were emblematic of not
only the decline in the Heers strength and will but also the Tiger II’s unreliability, which
led to the rapid decline in the fighting power of the schwere Panzer Abteilung as
operations progressed. Hungary provided a better showcase of the Tiger IIs capabilities
than Normandy, but it could not duplicate the fairly consistent ability of its predecessor to
salvage the local situation, as the army it supported became weaker and its enemies

became stronger.
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From Ponyri to the Rhine:
The Tiger Variants 1943-1945

While the Tiger I and II are the most famous members of the Tiger “family”, the
variants built upon their chassis demonstrated the effectiveness and limitations of the
specialized AFVs fielded by the Heer in the second half of the war. The vehicles bore a
number of similarities. All three were heavy vehicles, ranging from 65 tons to 75 tons,
which severely limited their mobility. The Ferdinand proved to be best of the three when
it was used as a long range tank destroyer, the role for which it had been designed,
though the fluid nature of the war in this period and the Germans shortage of AFVs
meant that they were often lost in retreat and used as assault guns, a role for which they
were ill suited. The Sturmtiger, as an urban assault gun proved to be of limited utility
even in its intended role as demonstrated in the Warsaw Uprising. The Jagdtiger likewise
proved to be of limited use as its extreme weight and the burden this put on the drivetrain
meant that the vehicles were often out of commission, awaiting spare parts leaving them
with few opportunities to employ their formidable 12.8cm guns. The Ferdinand would
prove to be the best of the Tiger variants but this was a dubious distinction as all three
vehicles had proven to be overspecialized, or ill-conceived and ill-suited to the conflict in
which they were engaged.

After losing the Tiger contract to Henschel in July 1942, ninety of the one
hundred Porsche Tiger hulls that had been completed by Nibelungenwerk were converted
into tank destroyers.*** The new Ferdinands, which had been manufactured by May 1943,

shared only the hull and running gear with the original Porsche Tiger VK 45.01 (P). The
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Ferdinand sported an additional 100mm of frontal armour, for a total of 200mm (while
this armour thickness was 50mm greater than that of the Tiger II it should be noted that
the Ferdinands armour was completely flat and thus did not offer the same degree of
ballistic protection as the sloped armour of the Tiger II), as well as sporting the 8.8 cm
Pak (Panzerabwehrkanone, Anti-Tank gun) 43 L/71 gun.*®

This new 68.5 ton vehicle was even more radically differentiated from its origin
by its look and role. Rather than being fitted with a turret, the Ferdinand’s 8.8cm Pak 43
L/71 gun was mounted in an armoured casemate placed on the rear of the hull. While this
arrangement made it easier to fit the larger gun, it did mean that the gun could fire only in
an arc in front of the vehicle, denying it the combat flexibility of a turreted tank. The lack
of a turret was not a serious problem when the vehicle was being used in its intended role.
The Ferdinand was a tank destroyer, meant to engage enemy tanks at long range, up to
2.8 kilometers when firing at a T-34.%° Engagements at these ranges made a turret
redundant, all the Ferdinand needed was a good firing position and enemy tanks could be
comfortably dispatched long before they could outmaneuver it. That said, if enemy tanks
or infantry could approach the vehicle from its flanks, the entire vehicle would have to be
moved to engage them, a serious weakness in close quarters combat.*®’

For Operation Zitadelle the ninety Ferdinands were divided between two

Abteilungen, schwere Panzerjdger Abteilung (Heavy Tank Destroyer Battalion) 653 and
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654. These two Abteilungen were part of schwere Panzerjiger Regiment 656. *°® Rather
than employing the Regiment as a whole, its Abteilungen were assigned to separate corps
in Generaloberst Model’s 9™ Army. XLI Panzer Corps got the 653 while XXIII Panzer
Corps was given the 654 for the operation.

The 653’s objective on July 5™ was Hill 257.7, nicknamed “Panzer Hill”. The hill
was cleared by close assault, which Denis Showalter describes as “a polite euphemism
for a series of vicious fights in which bayonets were civilized weapons”.*®® This kind of
close quarters combat, where the bayonet was frequently employed was no place for a
vehicle like the Ferdinand, but it was employed in the assault guns traditional role, to
supplement available StuG Abteilungen. It proved a poor supplement, as its great size and
lack of a turret were not its only weaknesses, it also lacked any close in defence weapon,
like the hull mounted and coaxial machine guns mounted to the Tigers, making it even
more vulnerable to enemy infantry. That said, while the Ferdinands lack of a machine
gun was a cited as a major fault, both by the 653 and by subsequent historians, the real
problem was less a lack of defensive weapons and more that cooperation between the
tank destroyers and the infantry had broken down.*’® As a result, while the Germans took
Panzer Hill, the losses to schwere Panzerjdger Abteilung 653 were exceptionally high.

The Abteilung started the day at full strength with forty-five vehicles; by the end of the

* While operating under schwere Regiment 656, the 653 and 654 were designated /.
Abteilung schwere Panzerjdger Regiment 656 and I1. Abteilung schwere Panzerjdger
Regiment 656 but for clarity’s sake the original designations will be the ones used in the
text.
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day only twelve were still operational.*’ By the 7", the Abteilung had no operational
vehicles, following two days of heavy fighting around the fiercely contested town of
Ponyri where the vehicles were once again employed in close support roles for which
they were ill suited. After this the unit was withdrawn to rebuild its strength.*’?

Schwere Panzerjdger Abteilung 654 did not fare much better during Zitadelle,
Their Ferdinands proved just as vulnerable to attack by Soviet infantry as their comrades
in the 653 as they advanced towards Ponyri'’>. By July 7™, the 654 was reduced to
twenty-five vehicles, having lost almost half its strength in just three days*’*. On July 9™,
as the entire schwere Panzerjdger Regiment 656 (including the rebuilding 653) could
only call upon ten operational vehicles and on the 10", the 654 would lose another four
Ferdinands inside Ponyri itself. After these losses, the 654 was also withdrawn to be
rebuilt.*”
Lieutenant Aleksei Voloshin, commanding a battery of 76mm ZiS-3 guns in the
271% Rifle Brigade, 181% “Stalingrad” Rifle Division, provided a good example of an
engagement with an Elefant during 1944, but even though his combat was with the
improved version of the vehicle, the fundamental elements of the engagement could have
very easily taken place at Kursk or any where else the vehicles were employed in the
East. His testimony demonstrated very starkly the vulnerabilities of the vehicle, as well as

the effectiveness of Soviet anti-tank weapons in the latter half of the war. The Elefant

was in a camouflaged position, allowing it to destroy several machine gun nests and a
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45mm anti-tank gun at a range of two kilometers. It also destroyed a battalion of
Valentine tanks (The Valentine was a British Infantry Tank provided to the Soviet
Union). Voloshin recalled how his guns were then sent into the fray:

That evening I set out with one gun platoon to go around this hill, before

deploying the guns about 300 meters from the self-propelled guns presumed

location...we opened fire at its tracks and undercarriage. We fired five or six

rounds. It attempted to move, but lost its tracks. Now immobilized, combat

engineers crept up to it, set an anti tank mine beneath it, and blew it up.*’°
The specifics of Voloshin’s account might have been particular to this engagement but
nevertheless, it does showcase a number of things. It shows the vulnerability of the
Elefant to being outflanked, especially when it was employed without infantry support, a
recurring problem for the 656. Voloshin’s actions also demonstrate the enhanced
effectiveness of late war Soviet anti-tank weapons and their tactics in particular. He was
careful to avoid an almost certainly fatal head on engagement and instead strike it from
the more vulnerable flanks, taking care to immobilize the vehicle so that, even if his guns
could not destroy it, the combat engineers could. The weapons and tactics that the Soviets
had developed to counter the Tigers proved to be just as effective against tank destroyers
with similar armour and armament.

Returning to Kursk, Zitadelle was called off on the 12" of July. At that time,
schwere Panzerjdger Regiment 656 reported the loss of nineteen Ferdinands across its
two Abteilungen. These losses were relatively small, especially given the ninety vehicles

that the regiment started the offensive with, but were significantly higher than that of the

476 Drabkim, Panzer Killers, ebook, 365-366.
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Tiger I with only ten Tigers being lost during Operation Zitadelle out of 146 deployed.
The Ferdinands higher losses were the result of their poor employment, being thrust into
the role of assault guns, and while their armour and armament were up the task, their poor
mobility and the poor cooperation with the infantry left them exceptionally vulnerable,
leading to an very costly operation for the new tank destroyer. The Tigers by contrast,
had been deployed in accordance with their design, leading to lower casualties and a
more successful operation for the heavy tank.*”’

The rapid diminishing of the fighting power of both Abteilungen reflected a
malady that the Ferdinands shared with the Tiger, that is their mechanical unreliability,
which was never overcome despite the best efforts of their crews. A number of problems
were encountered with its engines, including bent or torn valves from shattered piston
heads, broken piston rods and cracked cylinder heads. These were all the result of the
engine overheating, not surprising given the 68.5 ton weight of the vehicle.*”®

While Operation Zitadelle had been a disappointing start for the Ferdinands as
they took heavy losses in poor deployments, their next employment would allow them to
be used as intended. On July 12 the Soviets launched Operation Kutuzov with the aim
of cutting off the Orel Salient. Among the forces that would be trapped by this Soviet

encirclement was Model’s Ninth Army and schwere Panzerjiger Regiment 656.*”° Since

the regiment had been in reserve when the Soviets attacked, it was quickly dispatched to
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help defend against the new Soviet offensive. The regiment’s vehicles would remain in
the Orel area until the end of July. In this defensive fighting, the regiment’s vehicles were
dispersed amongst German defenders, with their operations alongside the 36™ Infantry
Division on July 14" being typical. On this day, fourteen Ferdinands, mostly from the
653 were attached to the division, being dispersed around the division’s frontage at Zug
strength. Most of these vehicles were acting as part of the divisions static defence, but
one Zug was employed, alongside a number of StuGs from Sturmgeschiitz Abteilung 185
and the divisions Pioneer battalion, in an attack on a group of dug in enemy tanks in
Shelyabug. This attack, carried out with sufficient infantry was successful and resulted in
no losses to the Ferdinands, a far cry from the fighting at Kursk. The four Ferdinands and
the 3.Sturmgeschiitz Abteilung 185 that made up the divisional reserve were also engaged
in a serious fight, fending off a Soviet attack that broke through the grenadiers and
threatened to overrun the headquarters of Grenadier Regiment 118.**

As this action demonstrated, the Ferdinand proved to be potent tank destroyer
when it was employed correctly. Engaging Soviet tanks at range maximized the
advantages provided by the 8.8cm gun and the vehicles heavy armour, while avoiding the
many disadvantages that afflicted the vehicle in close combat. Overall the fighting on the
14™ was a success for the regiment and over the course of the fighting during both
Zitadelle and the Orel Salient they would claim to have destroyed 502 tanks, more than
200 anti-tank guns and 100 field guns. While these numbers are certainly exaggerated,
seriously so in the case of the number of tanks destroyed, it is nevertheless clear that the

Ferdinands could be very successful when used as designed. That said, things did not
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always go their way and by the end of July, when the unit was withdrawn from the Orel
Salient, they had lost another twenty vehicles, most of which were destroyed by their
crews to prevent their capture. The fact that most were destroyed by their crews is a
testament to the difficulties in recovering the 68.5 ton vehicle, especially amid the fluid
situation in the Salient where the Germans were repeatedly forced back, with Model

6" **! By then the badly depleted regiment

ultimately abandoning the area on August 1
was recovering in Briansk where schwere Panzerjdger Abteilung 654 would hand their
last remaining Ferdinands over to the 653, before returning to Germany to be reequipped
with the Jagdpanther (a Casemate tank destroyer on the Panthers chassis, mounting the
same 8.8cm Pak 43 L/71 gun as the Ferdinand) - the first unit to be equipped with this
vehicle.**?

Thanks to the transfer from the 654, the 653 was once again at full strength. Its
Ferdinands would next see service in September 1943, in the Zaporozhe Bridgehead. The
bridgehead was one of the last German positions on the eastern bank of the Dnieper left
after Generalfeldmarschall Manstein had finally secured Hitler’s permission to withdraw
behind the mighty river on September 16" in the face of continued Soviet attacks against
Army Group South.”® When the 653 arrived on October 1%, it was an Abteilung in name
only. It was over strength upon arrival with fifty Ferdinands but the fighting in July and

the necessity of conducting most of the unit’s movement by road marches owing to

shortage of rail transport had taken a serious mechanical toll, with only ten initially
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available for operations. During the unit’s deployment which lasted until October 16",
the unit’s average strength remained around ten vehicles and only on October 7%, would
it be able to field twenty vehicles.**

The shortage of operational vehicles aside, the operations of the 653 in the
Zaporozhe Bridgehead were generally successful, particularly in the defence of the town
of Novo-Alexandrovka on October 10", with nine Ferdinands accounting for forty eight
Soviet tanks with no losses to themselves.*® The 16" Panzergrenadier Division was
supported by the 653’s Ferdinands throughout their operations in the bridgehead. Their
assessment of the Ferdinands strengths helps to explain their success in this encounter.
Their heavy armour made them all but impervious to enemy tank fire (Even with the
85mm guns that would become the norm in 1944, a T-34 could only penetrate the
Ferdinands armour at a range of 100 meters).** It also possesses “a gun with
unbelievable shooting performance. It’s shots leave every T-34 and KV-1 in ruins, even
at the longest possible range [Three kilometers*®’]”.***

The 16™ Panzergrenadier Divisions report was not all glowing praise however, as

it also highlighted the same problems that the Ferdinands use at Kursk had shown. It

emphasized once again the vehicle’s lack of close defence weapons, concluding that “it is
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therefore completely unsuitable for driving into the enemy[‘s positions] alone”.**” This
warning was one that was worth repeating, but it was hardly a revolutionary insight.
More interesting was the reports discussion of the Ferdinands use as an “Infantry Escort
Tank”, which indicates that they employed the vehicle in a direct support role, when
attacking the enemy front line, though the task of exploitation was still to be handled by
the Panzer III and IVs.*”° Their use in this role was in violation of the rules that both the

division and the members of the 653 knew.*"!

That they did it anyway is less a reflection
of poor decision making and instead reflects the chronic shortage of AFVs on the Eastern
Front, which necessitated using the Ferdinands more like a tank or assault gun, rather
than as a tank destroyer. It also must be said, that while this employment of the
Ferdinands did go against their intended role, the results were nowhere near as disastrous
as they were at Kursk, with the 653 noting only two losses. One Ferdinand was so badly
damaged that it was returned to the Nibelungenwerk and one vehicle was destroyed by its
crew as it could not be recovered. These small losses, made all the more remarkable
given the tenuous situation of the Zaporozhe Bridgehead suggests that the majority of the
Ferdinands combat engagements were consistent with its intended use and that even
when it was used contrary to its intended use, the supporting divisions were careful to
keep the vehicles far away from enemy infantry, which indicates much better cooperation

between the two arms than the 656 had at Kursk, though in fairness the more open nature

of the Zaporozhe Bridgehead made it easier to maintain close contact than was possible
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amidst the layered Soviet defences of Kursk.*”> Despite the successes and minimal losses
that the 653 had in the fighting in the Zaporozhe Bridgehead, it was not enough to
salvage the situation. On October 10", when the 653 successfully defended Novo-
Alexandrovka, elsewhere in the bridgehead, the larger offensive by Southwest Fronts, 3™
and 8™ Guards Armies as well as the 12 Armies was successful and on the 13", the 653
was evacuated, a sign that regardless of Hitler’s wishes the bridgehead could not be held.
By the 14", Zaporozhe itself was liberated. On the 15", the last German units leaving the

eastern bank of the Dnieper destroyed the dam and the bridges.*”

Like the Tigers, the
excellent performance of the Ferdinands, which in the words of the regiment’s
commander, Oberstleutnant Ernst von Jungenfeld, “made it a household name for both
friend and foe” were not sufficient to compensate for the Germans overall weakness and
counter the Soviets great strength.***

In December 1943, the Abteilung was dispatched to another Dnieper Bridgehead,

this one at Nikopol. The fighting there mirrored the Ferdinands earlier performance, with

the vehicles proving highly effective in their intended role. Their armour also proved
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highly effective, with the unit losing only four vehicles.*” That said, with an average of
just ten operational vehicles, they were once again able to only delay the inevitable, with
the bridgehead falling on February 8", 1944.*%

By that point the Ferdinands had been withdrawn, returning to the
Nibelungenwerk for much needed overhaul.*” The vehicles were modified, with a hull
mounted machine gun, as well as other requests, including a commander’s cupola,
instead of the periscopes provided previously.*”® They also underwent a name change. On
February 1%, 1944, the Ferdinand was renamed, the Elefant (Elephant), a reflection of
Porsche’s fall from favor the previous year.*”

The operations of the new Elefant in 1944, were very poor, marked by heavy
losses and few successes. The 653 was split to deal with multiple new crises that had
developed. 1.653 was sent to the Anzio Beachhead in February 1944, and the rest of the
unit was dispatched to Army Group North Ukraine in March to assist in the relief of
Tarnopol. Anzio would prove to be poor tank country, with the reclaimed swamps
offering few opportunities to escape from heavy Allied artillery and anti-tank fire. While
only three vehicles were lost in the fighting at Anzio, the Kompanie was all but wiped out

in its retreat through northern Italy from May to August 1944 after the Allied breakout.””
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In the Ukraine, the Elefanten had a similarly limited impact on events. While their
initial effort, supporting the attack of the 9" SS Panzer Division Hohenstaufen saw them
reach the Strypa River as planned, they were unable to reach Tarnopol, which fell to the
Soviets on April 14™.°°" While losses were light, with only four Elefanten destroyed, they
had once again had little impact on events. In another parallel with Italy, the failure of the
653 in front of Tarnopol was followed by another devastating retreat in June which cost
the unit twenty-two vehicles.”"*

The fighting in Italy and the units actions in the Ukraine in 1944 demonstrated
that while the Elefant still had a gun and armour that was formidable, its lack of
mechanical reliability was a devastating weakness, especially in the retreats that became
more and more common as the war dragged on. Like the Tiger, when deployed in
favorable conditions, it could be highly effective, but those circumstances were becoming
ever rarer and the vehicles weaknesses increasingly came to the fore.

The surviving veterans of the 653 would finish the war in another tank destroyer
variant of the Tiger, the Jagdtiger (Hunting Tiger). It mounted Krupp’s 12.8cm Kwk L/55
gun, which was so large that, like the Ferdinand before it, the Jagdtiger would be
designed as a casemate tank destroyer, the only way to transport the gun. The vehicle
would also feature a 250mm front armour plate, angled at 75 degrees. As a consequence,
the Jagdtiger was the heaviest AFV fielded during the war with a weight of 75 tons.”” As

a consequence of these features the Jagdtiger was both one of the most formidable AFVs
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of the Second World War and one of the weakest. Its armour and firepower,
unsurprisingly fall into the former category. With 250mm of well slopped frontal armour,
none of the common Allied tanks of the late war period, including the Sherman with the
M3 75mm gun, the T-34 85 and the IS-2 could penetrate the Jagdtigers armour at
anything more than 100 meters. Conversely the Jagdtigers 12.8cm Kwk 44 L/55 gun
could penetrate an IS-2 at a range of 2.5km, and penetrate the armor of every other Allied
tank at a range of 4 kilometers.”"* Otto Carius, who would command a Jagdtiger right at
the war’s end, provided a practical example of “the monstrous penetrating capability of
our cannon”.’” On one of the few opportunities he had to fire it, a Sherman drove behind
a building to escape from their fire. Carius had his gunner put one round through the
house, demolishing a portion of it and the second round destroyed the rest of the house
and the Sherman.””

The strengths and weaknesses of the Jagdtiger as a vehicle were amply
demonstrated in their combat performance in the final months of the war. Only two
schwere Panzerjdger Abteilungen would use the Jagdtiger, the 653 as previously
mentioned and the 512, though it is the old veterans of the 653 that will be discussed in
detail, as the 512 only fought in the Ruhr Pocket in April 1945 and its experiences largely
mirrored that of the more experienced unit.’"’

The 653’s experience with the Jagdtiger was defined largely by its poor

mechanical reliability, which accounted for far more losses than Allied arms. By January
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1945, after just two months of service in which the unit had spent most of its time driving
around western Germany in an abortive effort to join Operation Wacht am Rhein (Watch
on the Rhine, better known as the Battle of the Bulge). This placed a great toll on the
vehicles, which were forced to conduct long road marches for lack of rail transport. The
result was a steady drain on the units operational vehicles. By the end of January only
four Jagdtigers had been destroyed but nineteen needed repairs and by the end of March,
the unit had been reduced to twenty-eight vehicles after two months of steady retreat
through the Rhineland of which only eight were operational.”®

The Jagdtigers combat performance proved to be little better than its mechanical
reliability. As with the Tigers, the Jagdtigers were often employed in small numbers to
shore up German defences. There were instances where the Jagdtigers succeeded in
having a tactical impact, including a successful rearguard action by the seven Jagdtigers
of 1.653 on March 16™, but this effort in which well-coordinated Kampfgruppen
prevented an American crossing of the Sauer River was an exception.”” It was far more
common for the vehicles to be involved in poorly supported counterattacks for which
they were ill suited, leading to the loss of a number of vehicles.”'® Ultimately the
Jagdtiger proved too unreliable for mass deployment and was too specialized to be useful
in the fluid defensive fighting the Germans were engaged in at the end of the war.

The Sturmtiger likewise proved ill suited to the circumstances in which it was
employed. The Sturmtiger, or to give its official name, the 38cm Sturmmorserwagen

(Assault Mortar vehicle), represented the final iteration of an assault gun specifically
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designed for urban combat. When the citizens of Warsaw rose up against their German
occupiers in August 1944, the situation seemed to be tailor made for the Sturmtiger, with
the formidable armour of the Tiger I and 38cm Raketenwerfer (Rocket Launcher) 61
L/5.4. Unfortunately for the Germans, production had only just begun in August of 1944,
so only two vehicles were ready for service.”'! Nevertheless their arrival in the city did
cause a stir. One Sturmtiger was filmed on August 19", operating around the Kierbedz
Bridge. The camera showed an “entire building crumble to dust”, under the weight of the

38cm rockets.’!?

It was a dramatic showcase of the vehicles firepower but the Sturmtiger
would actually have a very small role in the Germans suppression of the uprising. This
was owed partly to the extremely small number employed but also to the nature of the
fighting itself. The Sturmtiger could certainly level buildings but that was never enough
in Warsaw. While the Germans had an unquestionable firepower advantage, reducing the
city’s buildings to rubble turned them into even more formidable strongpoints, which the
Poles held tenaciously. “In this way practically every building and crater had to be fought
over time and time again before the Germans could secure a disputed sector”.”"”

In this Rattenkreig (War of the Rats), the Sturmtiger was more liability than

514
asset.

Its armour was formidable, but the tightly packed and rubble chocked streets of
Warsaw made the vehicle difficult to maneuver, and if should become stuck, the sixty-

five ton Sturmtiger would be difficult to recover. They were also exceptionally
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vulnerable to infantry anti-tank weapons, including captured German Panzerfausts (Tank
Fist, a short range rocket launcher) to Molotov Cocktails. Finally, as Davies indicated,
the leveling of buildings looked impressive, but did little to overcome the Pole’s
determined resistance- they simply turned the ruins into even more formidable defensive
positions. So the Sturmtiger saw little use, in what was, ostensibly the very environment
they were designed for. Indeed, in the long term, the citizens of Warsaw did not
remember the massive German assault tank, but did remember the Germans heavy use of
the Nebelwerfer (rocket launcher). Thousands were launched into the city and were
nicknamed Krowa (Bellowing Cow), after the sound they made.’"”

After their disappointing initial employment, the vehicles saw little use and
references to them are few and far between, a testament to the absence of circumstances
in which these highly specialized vehicles could be successfully employed. Oberst
Helmut Ritgen, of the Panzer Lehr Division recalled that his Kampfgruppe had one
attached to them at the Vouziers Bridgehead, just north of Falaise at the end of August
1944. The vehicle had been sent for use in Paris, but had been diverted after the collapse
of the German front in Normandy and the declaration of Paris as an open city by its
German commandant. Its only noteworthy contribution to the German defence came on
August 31%, when it was used to demolish a windmill on a hill outside Vouziers that was
being used by American artillery observers. Ritgen did not mention its fate, but given the
demise of the other Tigers retreating from France and the decimated state of the Panzer

Lehr Division generally, it is very likely that the vehicle was destroyed by its crew in the
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subsequent German retreat back into the Reich, either due to mechanical failure or a lack
of fuel.*'¢

The last recorded deployment of the Sturmtiger comes from April 1945, where
four Sturmtigers were attached to the 1 16" Panzer Division, fighting in the Ruhr Pocket.
In addition to the Sturmtigers, the division could only field another fourteen Panthers,
another testament to the poor state of the Heer at the end of the war.”'” While their
armour and armament made them theoretically formidable, their twelve round
ammunition capacity, poor mobility and the great clouds of dust and smoke that
accompanied their firing made them poorly suited for defensive fighting and they added
little to the division’s fighting strength at the end of the war. Consequently, the
Sturmtiger would prove to have the worst combat career of any member of the Tiger
“family”, being too heavy even for its intended role and too specialized to be effective in
any other role.

Overall the tale of the Tiger variants is one of failure. All three vehicles proved to
be too specialized to adapt to the mobile defensive war the Germans were waging from
1943 to 1945. The Ferdinand would enjoy more success than the others in 1943 when
employed in more static defensive positions in the Orel Salient as well as the Zaporozhe
and Nikopol Bridgeheads but those successes were overshadowed by failures in 1944 and
in its first deployment during Zitadelle — the latter of which demonstrated that while it

could be used successfully, opportunities to do so were fairly rare and it proved unable to

adapt to changing circumstances in the same way that the Tigers themselves could. Thus
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it proved to be like the Sturmtiger and Jagdtiger, technically impressive vehicles with
heavy armour and awe-inspiring guns, that lacked the flexibility required to be truly

successful.
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Conclusion

With the end of the war in Europe on May 9™, 1945 the story of the Tiger
“family” came to an end. The schwere Panzer Abteilungen were disbanded and their
vehicles were largely sent to the scrap heap. All that remained was their complex legacy
as both examples of German technological superiority and as testament to the folly of the
engineers who created such unreliable behemoths. There is also the remaining question
about how effective they truly were for the German war effort. As has been demonstrated
time and time again, the Tigers really did earn much of their legendary reputation. There
were plenty of instances between 1942 and 1945 where the Tigers shrugged off enemy
fire and destroyed everything in their path. Nevertheless the overriding conclusion of the
Tiger story is one of failure.

Even from the start, the members of the Tiger “family” were not created to fill
any pressing doctrinal need. While the Heers Waffenamt had been planning for a heavy
tank since 1935, no firm plan for a heavy tank existed until Hitler established his own
parameters in May 1941. The Tiger I that resulted set the precedent for the rest of the
Tiger “family” to follow. Rather than continuing to embrace the emphasis on mobility
and firepower that had guided previous Panzer designs like the Panzer III and IV - which
allowed the vehicles to operate well within the doctrine of Bewgungskreig - Hitler placed
his emphasis on armour and firepower. Thus a new trend in German armoured fighting
vehicle design was created, with ever heavier vehicles and increasingly large guns

entering service, culminating in the 75-ton Jagdtiger which possessed 250mm of armour
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and a 12.8cm gun.’'®

These massive vehicles were technically impressive but they
created substantial economic burdens even before they fired a shot in anger.

Production of the Tiger “family” was in some respects quite successful. German
industry was able to produce the vehicles in the quantities set by the Heer for most of the
war, continuing production even in the midst of a concerted Allied bombing campaign.
Only in the fall of 1944, when the Allied bombing offensive had reached its zenith and
the Germans had begun to run out of both manpower and raw materials was production
finally subject to serious delays and eventual collapse. That said, the success of
production was overshadowed by larger problems. The great complexity of the Tigers led
to a limit on the number that could be produced and prevented the Germans from
producing larger numbers of cheaper, but less powerful vehicles. This compromise was
considered acceptable as a means to counter the Allies quantitative superiority with the
qualitative superiority of heavier German tanks. Unfortunately for the Germans, no tank
had the necessary qualitative superiority to overcome the Allies overwhelming numerical
superiority, given that Germany produced 44,688 AFVs to the Allies 239,750.%" German
efforts to compensate for the Allies material superiority were further undermined by poor
economic management. A lack of consistent prioritization and the constant conflicts
between different economic agencies ensured that for the duration of the war the term

“German efficiency” remained a contradiction in terms. Consequently, while the

production of the Tiger “family” was relatively efficient, it took place against a backdrop
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of chronic inefficiency and a wider quantitative gap between the two sides that no
vehicle, regardless of its quality could bridge.

The true test of the Tiger “family” came not in their development or production,
but upon the many battlefields over which they fought. The Tiger I’s initial operations in
the Soviet Union and North Africa in 1942 and 1943 would create the Tiger’s legendary
reputation, with its thick armour and powerful gun leaving a lasting impression on friend
and foe alike. It was also at this time that the Tiger’s faults first became apparent. In these
operations it began to earn its other reputation as a mechanically unreliable vehicle,
which often left units with too few vehicles to be truly effective. Their lack of mobility
was also demonstrated well, especially in the operations of schwere Panzer Abteilung
503 with Army Group Don in January 1943. In that instance, with the army group
threatened with encirclement the Tigers lacked the numbers or the mobility to save the
day. Instead it was Herman Balack’s 1 1™ Panzer Division, with the Panzer III and IV,
which saved Army Group Don, demonstrating that the traditional emphasis of Panzer
design on mobility and firepower that was so compatible with the traditions of
Bewgungskreig was still a potent and decisive combination. These early operations also
gave the Allies ample opportunities to examine the new German heavy tank, especially
since both the British and the Soviets would quickly secure their own captured examples
to analyze. With captured examples of the Tiger in hand, the British and the Soviets
could begin to create new tactics and weapons to meet the new threat, ensuring that the
Tigers superiority would be short-lived.

Operation Zitadelle seemed tailor made for the Tigers and their breakthrough role.

Strong Soviet defences needed to be smashed to allow the Panzer divisions to surge
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through the gaps and deliver victory. Unfortunately for the Tigers, the Soviets had
planned their defence well and were ready to combat the Tigers. While Tiger losses were
low -with only ten of the 146 Tigers deployed being lost -the rapid depletion of their units
to combat or mechanical damage meant that the Tigers often lacked the strength to secure
the breakthroughs for which they had been designed.’*’

On the defensive, from the summer of 1943 to the summer of 1944 the Tigers
again had decidedly mixed results. Their use as ‘Korsettstange’ (Corset Stays) was one
that stretched the already mechanically unreliable tanks to their limits as they worked to
reinforce depleted and demoralized infantry formations. Even in this period however, the
Tigers would have a number of successes against long odds. While these successes were
impressive, they could not disguise the fact that the Germans were steadily retreating and
no success against the odds in local combat between the Tigers and the Red Army could
change that. Additionally, this period saw a slew of new Soviet AFVs entering the fight,
from the IS-2 tank to numerous tank destroyers including the SU-100 and ISU-152, all of
which were capable of combating the Tiger I and II on a relatively equal footing-
especially as they tended to be deployed in larger numbers than the Tigers.

Normandy would see the Tiger I cement its legendary reputation, especially with
Michael Wittmann’s actions at Villers Bocage on June 7™, 1944. Wittmann did his fair
share to ensure the lasting nature of the Tiger legend, but their overall performance in
Normandy was fairly poor. In Normandy the Tigers were not only unable to help
maintain the Germans position in the region in the face of the Allies material superiority

but they were also increasingly vulnerable to Allied weapons in the form of both Allied

520 Schneider, Tigers in Combat I, 187,263. Schneider, Tigers in Combat II, ebook, 71-
74,223,302, 395.
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air power and powerful new anti-tank weapons, especially the British 17 pounder, which
turned the Sherman into a tank capable of defeating the Tiger.

Normandy would also see the first, inauspicious deployment of the Tiger II.
While the new tank would have little success in France, its operations in Hungary from
October 1944 to March 1945 would demonstrate that it was a worthy successor to the
Tiger I in every way. Its armour and armament were even more formidable but it would
also prove to be just as unreliable as its predecessor. In Hungary the Tiger II would have
a number of successes, including the attack of schwere Panzer Abteilung 503 against the
Romanian 1* Army in October 1944. These operations demonstrated that even with the
war coming to an end, the underlying principles of Panzer doctrine -the massed use of
tanks, well supported by other weapons -could still lead to tactical and even operational
success. These victories were however, few and far between as the Germans were
generally unable to muster sufficient Tigers and adequate support for their operations. So
while the Tiger IIs did have their share of victories in Hungary, they were totally
insufficient to tip the balance in a war that the Germans had already lost.

The Tiger variants - the Ferdinand, the Sturmtiger and the Jagdtiger - shared many
similarities with the Tiger I and II. They were all heavily armoured and armed to their
detriment, as it robbed them of the mobility so prized by German doctrine. They were
also mechanically unreliable. That said, there were plenty of distinguishing features in
their stories. The Ferdinand was the most successful of the variants, but only when used
as intended. When it operated as intended -as a long-range tank destroyer in the Orel
Salient as well as the Zaporozhe and Nikopol Bridgeheads in 1943 -the Ferdinand was

highly successful. When employed outside of that role, especially when pressed into
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service as an assault gun during its debut during Zitadelle and in the fighting in the Anzio
beachhead in February 1944, it performed very poorly, with its lack of mobility and close
range defensive weapons proving to be major handicaps.

By contrast the Sturmtiger and Jagdtiger lacked the Ferdinand’s periods of
successful employment. The Sturmtiger’s 38cm rocket launcher was an awe-inspiring
weapon but the vehicle proved too heavy to be used effectively. Thus it saw only limited
use in the Warsaw Uprising, which should have been the vehicles finest hour as the
uprising was defined by the kind of urban warfare the vehicle was designed for but that
was not the case. The Jagdtiger too had an impressive 12.8cm gun but its unreliability
and lack of mobility meant that it contributed very little to the final defence of western
Germany in the final months of the war.

Taken all together the Tiger “family” represented an enormous technical
achievement. The development and production of a succession of ever-heavier vehicles in
the midst of one of the greatest conflicts of all time and under the shadow of Allied
strategic bombing is an achievement worth noting. Unfortunately, the performance of
these vehicles is worthy of less celebration. While they did have their share of successes,
especially the Tiger I and II - which are among the most famous tanks of the Second
World War - their achievements are overshadowed by their failures. They did not fit into
German doctrine and were never capable of fulfilling their intended role owing to their
poor mobility and lack of mechanical reliability. So for as impressive as the members of
the Tiger “family” were, it is clear that they never quite lived up to the expectations
placed upon them and were ultimately ineffective weapons when placed in the context of

the wider war.
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