


The Allied Landing in Normandy

The 101st SS Panzer Battalion was a corps battalion; accordingly it was always committed wherever the situation at the front was the most critical and where immediate action was the dictate of the moment. To this end it was placed under the command of the units of the Ist SS Panzer Corps, whereby the heavy tanks were supposed to overcome any crises that arose. Consequently the battalion was employed in many sectors of the front, split apart and widely dispersed, as had been the case with the 13th Tiger Company. In reconstructing the actions of the 101st SS Panzer Battalion in Normandy, the author was forced to rely on accounts by individual members of the tank crews, which reflect the event from their point of view. Their experiences are therefore representative of their company and the entire battalion.


THE SITUATION ON THE INVASION FRONT

It is not my intention here to study and analyze the reasons why the Allied invasion succeeded, that subject has been sufficiently explored by other authors. Therefore at this point I will provide only a brief summary of the developing situation in Northern France in 1944.

The Foreign Armies West Department of the Wehrmacht High Command constantly kept track of the Allied divisions assembled in England. These assessments of the enemy situation were used to compile the Situation Report West. However, it must be emphasized that the figures given by Foreign Armies West were greatly exaggerated and in no way accurate. On 6 June 1944, the day of the invasion, the Allied Commander in Chief, General Eisenhower, had at his disposal thirty-seven divisions. In contrast, Foreign Armies West reported seventy divisions, or almost twice the actual number. The wilful falsification of the enemy situation was not the only source of error on the German side in Normandy, however.

An Allied landing in Normandy had been anticipated for a long time; however, there was less certainty as to the precise location of the invasion. The section of Channel Coast from Holland to the mouth of the Loire was a possibility. Generalfeldmarschall Rommel had been given the task of smashing the landings. He saw the beach as the main defensive area, and he had the coastal fortifications strengthened and the artillery positioned accordingly. The panzer divisions were to be positioned near the coast, as Rommel assigned them a major role in defeating the landings.

On the other hand General Freiherr Geyr von Schweppenburg, the Commander in Chief of Panzergruppe West, wanted to hold back the panzer divisions as a strategic reserve; in his opinion the landings could not be prevented. On account of the expected Allied air superiority, he planned to move the armored forces to the front primarily at night. Once the focal point of the enemy landing had been identified he would employ the panzers to fight a mobile battle and attack and destroy the enemy. In addition to landings on the coast, Geyr expected large-scale airborne landings, therefore he wanted to concentrate the panzer divisions in the forests north of Paris. In April 1944 Rommel obtained a decision from Hitler, who declared that the panzer divisions could be committed only with his approval. Generalfeldmarschall von Rundstedt, the Commander in Chief West, had three panzer divisions placed under his command. This was the start of the fragmentation of the German armored forces which was later to prove disastrous.




THE INVASION BEGINS

On 30 April 1944 the corps units and the corps headquarters of the Ist SS Panzer Corps Leibstandarte, which at that time was comprised of the 12th SS Panzer Division Hitlerjugend and the Panzer-Lehr Division, were declared part of the OKW (Armed Forces High Command) reserve. German signals intelligence had discovered that the invasion would take place in the first two weeks of June 1944. The BBC began with the transmission of coded signals to the French resistance groups. These broadcasts consisted of two parts; the first meant that the invasion would begin within the next fourteen days, the second that a landing on the French coast was to be expected within the next forty-eight hours.

The BBC sent the first parts on 1 June 1944; the coded signals did not escape German intelligence and the information was immediately passed on. The Armed Forces High Command forwarded the reports to its Foreign Armies West Department with a note that the invasion was to be expected in the next fourteen days, or by 15 June 1944. This office did nothing, however, nor did the Ic of the Commander in Chief West. What reasons could there have been for not issuing a general alert? Either the report wasn’t taken seriously at first, or a certain circle had a personal interest in limiting the impact of these reports.

The second part of the transmissions was received at 2215 hours on 5 June 1944. The appropriate staffs were alerted. The Fifteenth Army took it upon itself to issue an alert. Nevertheless, the Ic (officer responsible for assessing the enemy situation) of the Commander in Chief West, General Staff Oberstleutnant Staubwasser, decided “… that an invasion is not very likely at this point in time.” Therefore the Seventh Army and the Ist SS Panzer Corps were not alerted. Almost 6,500 ships were under way from England to the French coast on the night of 6 June 1944. The British landings began north of Caen at 0015 hours. Further reports came in; at 1000 hours on 6 June the Armed Forces High Command refused to release the Hitlerjugend Division but approved a move closer to the front. At 1430 hours the Hitlerjugend Division was finally released, followed soon afterward by the Ist SS Panzer Corps and all its corps units.

It was clear to Army Group B that this was the beginning of the Allied invasion, and not a “large-scale enemy operation” as Generalleutnant Speidel, the Chief of Staff, put it. The enemy had landed, not at the Pas de Calais or on either side of the mouth of the Somme, but in the sector mouth of the Dieves—southeast coast of the Cotentin Peninsula to east of Montebourg.




THE 101ST SS PANZER BATTALION ON THE MARCH TO THE INVASION FRONT, 6–12 JUNE, 1944

SS-Sturmmann Herbert Klod of the 101st Corps Escort Company of the Ist SS Panzer Corps Leibstandarte SS Adolf Hitler recalled the 5th of June 1944: “It was the evening before the start of the invasion. We were located in a small village between Paris and Normandy. The Ist Platoon had provided the guard for Obergruppenführer Sepp Dietrich, who had taken up quarters in a large country house. In front of the house was a gardner’s shed, where we had set up a radio communications center whose code name was ‘classmate.’ I had begun the night shift in the center, the air was full of fighter-bombers. The company was quartered in the village. Before midnight an order came from headquarters to strengthen the guards and watch out for enemy paratroops. Afterward it was relatively quiet.

It may have been between 0200 and 0300 hours, when headquarters issued a code word with orders to immediately relay it to Obergruppenführer Dietrich. I called him at once and passed on the code word. He was still quite drowsy. Sepp Dietrich said to me, ‘That’s good, my boy. Wake the company at once, they know what’s to be done.’ I first woke our company commander, Hauptsturmführer Schmitz, and then the clerk, who had all the documents in case of emergency. Then the company was placed on alert status. Sepp Dietrich soon left in his armored troop carrier in the direction of Normandy. Beyond Verneuil we were attacked by fighter-bombers for the first time. We saw our first action in the evening …”

On that 6th of June 1944, a Tuesday, the Ist SS Panzer Corps, all corps units, the 1st SS Panzer Division Leibstandarte SS Adolf Hitler and the 12th SS Panzer Division Hitlerjugend were placed on alert. After the sounding of the alarm, which many thought was just another one of the many exercises, the 101st SS Panzer Battalion came to operational readiness with feverish haste. It had finally happened, the invasion had begun! SS-Oberscharführer Alfred Lasar, motor transport sergeant in the Headquarters Company, arrived at the battalion that day from Berlin-Spandau with the last of the armored troop carriers. The commander of the 1st Company, SS-Hauptsturmführer Möbius, gave a moving speech to his men. The young tank crews exuded energy and confidence, finally they were going to prove themselves. Before departure several tank crews of the 1st Company loaded wine into their tanks, “for bad times,” as the saying went.

The Tiger Battalion set off for the invasion front at between 0200 and 0300 hours on 7 June. The Tigers rolled along the D 316 through Gournayen-Bray in a southwesterly direction toward the Seine. They drove through the Fôrret de Lyons and the Levrierè Valley and arrived in Morgny on the morning of 7 June. At 1000 hours, the 1st Company was attacked by fighter-bombers near Morgny; the enemy aircraft were driven off by the defensive fire of the quadruple flak and anti-aircraft machine-guns. There were no losses, but the men of the 1st Company had been given a foretaste of what enemy air superiority meant. The battalion subsequently resumed its march and passed through Saussay-la-Champagne and les Andelys. As enemy bombs had rendered the Seine bridge impassable, the battalion had to turn on to National Highway N 14, which led to Paris.

Several members of the Tiger Battalion described the alert and the initial phase of the march to the coast. SS-Rottenführer Walter Lau was loader in Tiger 204 of the headquarters squad leader in Wittmann’s 2nd Company, SS-Unterscharführer Seifert: “There were a number of practice alerts in the days before the actual Allied landing. They were always the same: once the alarm was sounded everyone had to get to the tanks, which were parked about 400 to 500 meters away in Château Elbeuls park, as quickly as possible, with his kit and ready to go.

When, on 6 June, the alarm was sounded at approximately 0600, just prior to reveille, Franz Elmer and I—probably acting like an old corporal—tried to be too clever by half. We wrapped our kit in a blanket and threw it under the bed, then calmly walked over to the tank, certain that the usual alert hubbub would be over in a half hour. But we became suspicious when we saw that the Spieß was also taking part in the ‘practice alert’ and even packed up the orderly room. Then, taking a look over the high wall around the château park, we saw that the surrounding roads were filled with march columns. As well, several radio operators had learned by listening to Radio Calais that the Tommies had landed in Normandy. The corporals now double-timed back to the kit they had left behind and just reached the tanks, which were beginning to roll out of the château park.

It was a pleasant march at first, for a panzer man always felt best in a moving tank. Spirits rose when it was announced that we would be driving through Paris. At the time we didn’t know whether this drive through Paris was serving propaganda purposes or if it had been so arranged because the Seine bridges could not support our sixty-tonne tanks, there were conflicting rumors. In any case, as we were to learn in the coming night, the Royal Air Force was wise to our march. First, however, there was an imposing drive through the suburbs of Paris, then the city itself. Leading the way in a Schwimmwagen was Michael Wittmann in his leather jacket, and behind him in smart march order his fourteen Tigers, exactly by the numbers, as in the table of organization. It was early in the afternoon. I was glad to be loader. During the entire drive through Paris I stood in the loader’s hatch, from where I had a magnificent view. Although we knew that we were heading toward a difficult action, these impressions of Paris were unforgettable.

We first drove for some kilometers through fashionable suburbs. We halted a number of times, on the one hand because Wittmann wanted to keep the company together as we drove through the city, he kept leaving the march column behind in his Schwimmwagen. On the other we had to repeatedly check the tracks, for the hard pavement and the steel road wheels wrecked the cotter pins and bolts in the running gear. (On the Eastern Front we had rubber tires on the road wheels.) We were anxious as to whether we would see the Champs d’Elysées and the Arc de Triomphe. Then suddenly we were there. Wittmann stood in his Schwimmwagen at an intersection and directed the tanks. We rolled about a kilometer down the boulevard with a view of the triumphal arch. There were many people standing at the side of the street, apparently the sixty-tonne giants made quite an impression. We stopped right at the triumphal arch, fifty meters to one side of the structure. We climbed out and had a chat as well as we could ‘parlez vous français.’ After fifteen or twenty minutes we set off again in the direction of Versailles. We drove past Versailles Castle in awe, and I imagine everyone recalled his history lesson from school on the founding of the Reich on 18 January 1871 and the shameful Treaty of Versailles.

We took shelter for the night a few hundred meters from the castle grounds, at the edge of an allotment colony. After refuelling and checking the tracks, we crawled unsuspectingly beneath the tanks. It happened sometime about midnight. As we later learned, members of the resistance had placed light signals near our bivouac, and a frightful bombing attack followed. We lay pressed flat under the tanks, and it seemed as if the tank would be lifted up. Although it was a considerable strain on our nerves, nothing happened to the company. All the bombs fell beside us in the allotment colony. In the light of the parachute flares the Tommies probably identified the huts as tanks and did a good job on them. Michael Wittmann quickly took charge of the situation. We were told to drive one at a time to the next appointed meeting place in the middle of a large forest, with lengthy intervals between vehicles. Hours later all vehicles reached the appointed meeting place and there we caught up on our interrupted night’s rest. As far as I recall, there were no losses or damage of any sort. The next day, however, we heard over the so-called Soldiers’ Radio Calais, which was in British hands, that ‘the bloodhound Wittmann and his Tiger tanks had been destroyed near Versailles’.”

SS-Sturmmann Ernst Kufner, the radio operator in Tiger 305 of company commander SS-Obersturmführer Hanno Raasch, described the 3rd Company’s march: “To my knowledge, the company learned of the Allied landing in the morning hours of 6 June 1944. Preparations for departure were made at once. By the evening of 6 June the 3rd Company was ready and it left Soissons that night at 2300 hours. Before we departed, Obersturmführer Raasch told us briefly of the Allied landing and the transfer of the 101st SS Panzer Battalion to the front. The companies of the battalion were quartered in different villages. It was not until 7 June that all the companies were brought together and the actual departure of the battalion took place. At that time I was the replacement radio operator in the tank of Obersturmführer Raasch. Then the march began.

Our driver was overtired after having been on watch all night and then the long wait. Luckily the gunner was also a trained driver and was able to fill in. He took over the tank in the morning hours of 7 June. In a small city outside Paris the road dipped and veered sharply to the right. Due to his lack of experience the gunner lost control of the tank on the downhill grade. The tank left the road on a sharp right turn and drove into a building which had a shop window. We reacted immediately and closed our hatches. Nothing happened, apart from a few bricks that fell on the tank. Our regular driver took over the tank again and drove it down N 14 to Paris. The company reached Paris toward evening. The battalion’s route led through the inner city. We drove down a broad street to the triumphal arch and from there into the grounds of Versailles Castle. There the battalion halted. The battalion was bombed during the night. To my knowledge the workshop company suffered the first casualty.

The next day, 8 June, we drove back to Paris. The tanks were parked for several hours on the road, near the Eiffel Tower, beside the Seine. We
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went down to the bank of the Seine and were finally able to have a wash after two days on the march. The French civilians were especially interested in the heavy Tiger tanks. As I recall, our crew were even given sweets by the population. I don’t know the reason for the drive back to Paris. Perhaps they intentionally wanted to show our heavy Tiger tanks to the French population or else they were still uncertain whether the real invasion had taken place in Normandy.”

SS-Rottenführer Wilhelm Weishaupt added: “When our tanks were sitting near the Eiffel Tower, the city commandant expressed his concern over the presence of our tanks in the city. He feared that the city would be bombed. He repeated this several times to the company commander.”

The commander of Tiger 333, SS-Unterscharführer Waldemar Warnecke, described an episode that occurred during the night of 8 June: “During a refuelling stop just outside Paris, water was poured into the fuel tanks of Rolf von Westernhagen’s Tiger. The crew poured a few canisters of water into the tank even though the water canisters had two large white crosses on each side. But after all it was night, and they overlooked the markings in the darkness. After the march was resumed Rolf von Western-hagen’s Tiger suddenly stopped. Sepp Hafner of the Workshop Company was quickly on the scene. Diagnosis: water in the fuel tank! It was necessary to drain all the fuel and fill the tank again. Then suddenly our commanding officer, Sturmbannführer Heinz von Westernhagen, showed up asked the reason for the halt. Sepp Hafner related what had happened and the commander and his brother stepped aside a few paces. Judging by the loudness of the commander’s voice, Rolf seemed to have caught an earful.

Then Sturmbannführer von Westernhagen came to me and said, “I’m letting the 3rd Company drive on. As soon as my brother’s Tiger has been refuelled, you take command and follow. You’ll have no trouble as you know Paris very well.” Then I was given the exact march route. Our route through Paris led us over the Champs d’Elysées and the Place de l’Etoile past the triumphal arch. There I turned off the Place de l’Etoile into Avenue Hoche. After driving several hundred meters I called a halt in front of the Hotel Royal Monceau and invited both crews to take a break. I was good friends with the manager, Erich Guème. My friend greeted us as we walked into the hotel. He spontaneously invited us to a lavish supper at the hotel’s expense. A guard armed with a loaded submachine-gun was left in each Tiger; the men took turns standing watch. We resumed our journey after about one and a half hours. On the far side of Paris vehicles from our battalion approached us and told us that the unit had been carpet-bombed. As a result of the two stops, the water episode and supper, we escaped the bombing.” Only the 3rd Company returned to Paris; the remaining companies resumed the march toward Normandy on the morning of 8 June.

SS-Rottenführer Lau of the 2nd Company continues his account: “On we went in the direction of Dreux and then via Verneuil and Argentan to Falaise. I found the part of the route to Caen extraordinarily interesting, because the Leibstandarte had been based in that area from August 1942 to January 1943 when it was reorganized as a panzer division. As a rifleman in one of the Leibstandarte’s supply companies, on several occasions I had to escort shipments of munitions by truck and by rail in this area. I therefore knew many of the villages and sections of track in the Norman landscape, where soon much blood was to flow, including my own.

The war began again for us in Dreux. We were hit by fighter-bombers at the far exit from the village in the direction of Argentan, and Unterscharführer Kleber became the first member of our company to be killed on the Normandy Front. He was posthumously promoted to Oberscharführer by SS-Obersturmführer Michael Wittmann, as he had proved himself in the east as a capable tank commander. We called him ‘Quax the hard-luck pilot.’ From then on the fighter-bombers never let us out of their sight. The commanders had removed their turret machine-guns and mounted them on the commander’s cupola. I still remember that Bobby Warmbrunn fired at the fighter-bombers like a madman whenever one dove on us at right angles to the road.”

SS-Unterscharführer Bobby Warmbrunn of the 2nd Company recalled the hard road to the front: “In Versailles forest the tanks were showered by a carpet of bombs. Like all the other tank crews I lay beneath my tank and lived through the hellish inferno. When we had regained our composure we drove on in the direction of the front and approximately thirty fighter-bombers harried us with bombs and machine-gun fire. I shot one down with the anti-aircraft machine-gun. Once again we had to check for damage and make repairs.”

The 2nd Company was attacked by fighter-bombers in Argentan on that 10th of June 1944, after which it continued on in the direction of Falaise. A short time later—the Tigers were just two kilometers north of Occagnes heading in a northerly direction—another group of fighter-bombers suddenly dove out of the clouds. There was a frightful din as cannon shells and machine-gun bullets ricocheted off the pavement, struck the tanks and bounced off. The Tigers widened their march interval in order to offer the fighter-bombers a smaller target. The fighter-bombers made repeated firing passes at the Tigers. In spite of the danger, the three commanders of Obersturmführer Wessel’s Ist Platoon—SS-Unterscharführer Woll, SS-Hauptscharführer Höflinger and SS-Unterscharführer Warmbrunn—and the leader of 2nd Company’s headquarters squad, SSUnterscharführer Seifert, stood in the commander’s cupolas of their Tigers and took aim at the approaching fighter-bombers with their machine-guns on anti-aircraft mounts. As a result of their energetic, nonstop fire, one of the fighter-bombers was hit and began to smoke heavily. Moments later it crashed nearby. This obviously impressed the pilots of the other fighter-bombers, which made off. There were shouts of joy and relief from the 2nd Company. They had finally been able to show the enemy that they weren’t completely defenseless against the fighter-bomber plague. (The downed aircraft is the one mentioned in Warmbrunn’s account.) Fighter-bombers also attacked the battalion’s quadruple flak platoon, which shot down one of the enemy aircraft. The platoon commander, SS-Unterscharführer Kurt Fickert, and ten men were wounded in the attack. SS-Sturmmann Dörr was killed and SS-Sturmmann Jagschas wounded.

Walter Lau described the rest of the day: “On the march, not far from Falaise, we met the 1st Company during a halt. I recall that we greeted Staudegger as he was shaving in a fruit grove. His jacket and Knight’s Cross hung on a tree; I was interested in his rank, then I saw that he was a Standartenjunker.

The 2nd Company repeatedly had to dodge onto side roads by platoon and we carried out the subsequent march down the Falaise-Caen road with an interval of several hundred meters between tanks. It was dark before we reached Falaise. We met the first units of the Hitlerjugend Division abeam Grimbosq. Something the like of which I had never seen in the east was the Hitlerjugend Division’s medical column, whose troop carriers were marked with large red crosses. The medics also wore red cross emblems on their chest and back as well as on both arms and were all unarmed. Such rules meant nothing to the enemy in the east.”

The 3rd Company followed the 2nd Company. Ernst Kufner: “After Paris the entire 101st Panzer Battalion was split up. The troops in the vehicles and tanks were now entirely on their own. We drove to the front singly, with lengthy intervals between vehicles. While driving by day we were constantly harassed by the fighter-bombers. At night we rested. The tanks weren’t attacked while on the move, danger threatened if they stopped without camouflaging themselves. Beside the road lay burnt-out combat vehicles which had fallen prey to the fighter-bombers. On 13 June I was relieved as radio operator in Falaise by a man back from leave.”

The battalion had suffered casualties by the time it reached the front. Three soldiers of the Workshop Company were killed on the Beauvais-Creil road on 7 June, a member of the 1st Company was wounded in Beauvais and a soldier of the Headquarters Company in Versailles. On 8 June an Unterscharführer and three Sturmmänner of the 2nd Company were killed in the midnight bombing raid on the forest of Versailles. Untersturmführer Bartel of the Headquarters Company and a man from the 1st Company were wounded. On 10 June 1944 the 2nd Company was attacked by fighter-bombers in Argentan and was lucky to escape with only two men wounded. Earlier, however, Unterscharführer Kleber had been fatally hit in the turret of his Tiger. Two more men were wounded near Hilairi. The 1st Company reported one man wounded near Conches, west of Evreux. The Headquarters Company was also hit by fighter-bombers; two NCOs and seven men were wounded in Falaise, one man was killed. Total casualties from the 7th to the 10th of June 1944 were twenty-seven, including nine killed.
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	Wounded



	Date
	Company
	Officers
	NCOs
	Men
	Officers
	NCOs
	Men





	7/6/1944
	1st
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	1



	7/6/1944
	HQ
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	1



	7/6/1944
	Workshop
	-
	-
	3
	-
	-
	-



	8/6/1944
	1st
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	1



	8/6/1944
	2nd
	-
	1
	3
	-
	-
	-



	8/6/1944
	HQ
	-
	-
	-
	1
	-
	-



	10/6/1944
	1st
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	1



	10/6/1944
	2nd
	-
	1
	-
	-
	-
	4



	10/6/1944
	HQ
	-
	-
	1
	-
	3
	6










THE 1ST SS PANZER CORPS ON THE DAY OF THE LANDING

The alert was sounded for the units of the Ist SS Panzer Corps on 6 June 1944 between 0200 and 0300 hours. The 1st SS Panzer Division Leibstandarte SS Adolf Hitler, which was in the Turnhout area of Belgium for reorganization, was brought to march readiness. Because of the expected second landing in the Pas de Calais, the Leibstandarte was moved into the area east of Brugge during the night of 10 June in order to prevent landings at the mouth of the Schelde. Tied down there unnecessarily, it was late June before it began to move into the invasion area. Not until 28 June were elements of the 1st SS Panzer-Grenadier Regiment in position in Venoix, near Caen. Due to wrecked railway stations and constant fighter-bomber attacks, the entire division was not assembled in the invasion area until 6 July 1944.

The units of the Ist Panzer Corps stationed in France, the corps units and the 12th SS Panzer Division Hitlerjugend, were not sent to the coast immediately after the alarm was sounded, instead they remained where they were as the OKW reserve. Only after repeated inquiries and urgings by the Commander in Chief West was the Hitlerjugend Division released from the OKW reserve at 1430 hours on 6 June, followed by the Ist SS Panzer Corps at 1507 hours. The corps assumed command of the Hitlerjugend and Panzer-Lehr Divisions.

The Panzer-Lehr Division was also held back for an inexplicably long time, and it wasn’t until 1700 hours that it was permitted to set out for the invasion front. While under way it was attacked by fighter-bombers and suffered losses. This magnificently-equipped, fully armored army division was 150 kilometers from the coast.

At 1700 hours on 6 June 1944, the Chief of Staff of Army Group B, Generalleutnant Speidel, was still advising the Wehrmacht High Command that he expected a second landing operation. Speidel characterized the first one as a “large-scale enemy operation,” not as an invasion. That day Speidel sent the 116th Panzer Division into the Rouen area. The 2nd Panzer Division—the third of the army group reserve—was also north of the Somme and thus was also not on the threatened invasion front, where every man was desperately needed. General Pickert’s IIIrd Flak Corps was likewise at the Somme and wasn’t even informed of what was taking place.

This list of astonishing failures could be continued. They certainly cannot be interpreted as coincidences and were clearly part of a conscious effort to prevent the massing of the available panzer divisions and their employment under a unified command. By the second day of the invasion, 7 June 1944, the English had succeeded in taking Bayeux, placing the focal point of the enemy attack in the sector held by the 12th SS Panzer Division Hitlerjugend and the Panzer-Lehr Division.

The SS Panzer Division Hitlerjugend attacked the enemy landing forces constantly from the 7th to the 10th of June and its energetic advance prevented the loss of Caen and Carpiquet airport. Had the panzer divisions which the 1st SS Panzer Corps had at its disposal attacked in concert, and in particular if they had been ordered to march at the right time, chances were good that they could have advanced to the coast on a broad front and there split up and destroyed the British-American beachheads.

Rommel’s plan to destroy the enemy in his most vulnerable phase, during or immediately after the landing, was frustrated by the intentionally-caused delays described above, and by the piecemeal and belated advance by the German armored forces. It was then that powerful, energetic and concentrated tank attacks could have driven the enemy back into the sea.

Caen was a corner post in the German front. The ancient Norman city near the coast was struck by a devastating bombing raid on 6 June 1944. Thousands of French civilians died in the hail of bombs. The Allies flew a total of 14,674 sorties on D-Day, losing 113 aircraft to the German defenses. By the evening of 9 June it was apparent that the focal point of the British attacks was Tilly-sur-Seulles. Since General Montgomery had been unable to take Caen, he planned to advance on Tilly from the Bayeux area, take Villers-Bocage and then turn toward Caen again.

The 10th of June saw the English units of the XXXth Army Corps launch futile assaults against the German defenders. Especially in the area east of Tilly, the “desert rats” of the 7th Armoured Division were given a bloody nose by the determined defense mounted by the Panzer-Lehr Division. The English spearhead that advanced the farthest managed to reach the outskirts of Tilly but was wiped out there. Breville, Ranville and other villages were recaptured. In the west, however, a gap in the front posed a threat, and the Panzer-Lehr Division was unable to plug it effectively.

The commanding general of the XXXth British Corps, General Buck-nall, saw on 11 June that he had no chance of taking Tilly. The gap in the front west of the Panzer-Lehr’s front had not escaped the attention of the English command. An advance there offered a better chance of success than further costly frontal attacks. General Bucknall conceived a daring plan.

At noon on 12 July the British 2nd Army ordered the exploitation of the gap between the Panzer-Lehr Division and the 352nd Infantry Division. A report by the 22nd Armoured Brigade of the English 7th Armoured Division said: “On account of the difficult terrain and the resulting slow advance, it was decided that the 7th Armoured Division should outflank the left flank of the Panzer-Lehr Division left of the American sector. The Americans are directly north of Caumont and chances are good of exploiting this success in the direction of Villers-Bocage and possibly occupying Reference Point 213 (2.5 kilometers northeast of Villers-Bocage, the author).”

The 7th Armoured Division was one of the best and most experienced English armored divisions; it had already fought the Germans in Africa and Italy. During reorganization in England it became the only British division to be equipped with the potent Cromwell and Sherman Firefly tanks.

On 12 June 1944, following the failure of attacks by the 49th and 50th British Infantry Divisions and elements of the 7th Armoured Division, a brigade of the 50th Infantry Division supported by tanks took Verrières. Had they reached Lingèvres they would have surrounded the 902nd Panzer-Grenadier-Lehr Regiment. However, two panzer companies of the Panzer-Lehr Division (6th and 7th Companies, Panzer-Lehr Regiment) intervened effectively and destroyed the enemy force that had broken through. Frontal attacks on Tilly by the British 50th Infantry Division nevertheless kept the Panzer-Lehr Division bound to the front.

The 7th Armoured Division’s moment had now come. It disengaged from the 50th Infantry Division’s front and then described an arc to the southwest. The 22nd Armoured Brigade reached Livry at approximately 2200 hours and stopped there to rest for the night. The “desert rats” were conscious of their mission: the next day they were to drive farther into this gap in the German front, veer east slowly, take Villers-Bocage, and then advance down National Highway N 175 in the direction of Caen.

Thus on the evening of 12 June 1944 enemy forces were deep in the open flank of the Panzer-Lehr Division, which now found itself in great peril. If the British plan of a further advance to the east, toward Caen, succeeded, a determined advance by the enemy would unhinge the 1st SS Panzer Corps’ front. The Panzer-Lehr Division would be surrounded and there would be nothing left standing in the way of a rapid enemy advance down the excellent National Highway in the direction of Caen, into the rear of the German front. This plan had strategic significance and had been well thought out and carefully planned. Veteran, well-equipped troops stood ready to carry it out. The English had thought of everything. What they hadn’t calculated on was Michael Wittmann, or the “bloodhound” as they called him on the radio.

But at that time neither Wittmann nor a single Tiger of the 101st SS Panzer Battalion was yet available. One of the battalion’s officers, SS-Untersturmführer Kalinowsky, came directly to the battalion in Normandy after recovering from wounds. On 10 June 1944 he wrote: “After much searching I finally reached my destination, where I waited for my unit. It was expected to arrive in the course of the coming night, when I would see my old comrades again. At that moment I was quite close to Sepp Dietrich. As far as the fighting there was concerned, it must still have been very fierce. Tommy got nowhere in spite of his air superiority and his weapons, with which he was now still able to bombard us …”

The Ist SS Panzer Corps was not unaware of the gap on its western flank. As the panzer divisions in the front line could not detach any reserves, during the night of 12–13 June arriving elements of the 101st SS Panzer Battalion were positioned behind the left flank of the Panzer-Lehr Division. SS-Hauptsturmführer Rolf Möbius and his 1st Company reached the area south of Caen on the evening of 12 June. “My battalion and I arrived in the area of the front held by the Krause Battalion during the night. I visited the battalion immediately to learn the state of things. Our material losses were very high. The drive to the front was pure poison to the heavy tanks. In fact after this march the battalion was due for several days of maintenance.” Möbius was briefed on the situation at the command post of SS-Sturmbannführer Krause, the commander of the Ist Battalion, 26th Panzer-Grenadier Regiment Hitlerjugend. The two men knew each other, for from 1941 to 1943 Möbius had served as a battery commander in the Leibstandarte’s flak battalion, which was commanded by Krause.

During the night Möbius moved his unit again, this time to a location ten kilometers northeast of Villers-Bocage, directly on the N 175, the national highway which linked Caen with Villers-Bocage. Möbius had eight Tigers at his disposal.

Michael Wittmann’s 2nd Company was likewise positioned on the extreme left flank of the Ist SS Panzer Corps on the evening of 12 June. Wittmann had six Tigers, the rest having broken down on the last leg of the long, fighter-bomber-plagued drive with damage to transmissions and running gear. The Tigers had just been parked and hurriedly camouflaged when a devastating artillery bombardment began. Assuming that the company had been spotted by the enemy and was under directed fire, Wittmann ordered an immediate change of position; however, the company also came under fire in its new position, but luckily no serious damage was inflicted.

Wittmann had the Tigers move for a third time that night in an effort to escape the artillery fire; the Tigers took up position on Montbrocq Hill, south of national highway N 175. The 1st Company was now farther to the east of the 2nd Company. There was no rest that night for the men exhausted from their five-day march. A thorough inspection of the tanks, which urgently needed maintenance after their long drive, was promised for the next morning.

SS-Rottenführer Walter Lau of Wittmann’s 2nd Company, who was now SS-Unterscharführer Stief’s gunner in Tiger 234, described his first hours in the front-line sector in Normandy: “On 12 June 1944, five or six tanks from our company under the command of Obersturmführer Wittmann arrived from Evrecy at the Villers-Bocage-Caen road. We stopped about two kilometers from the outskirts of Villers-Bocage on a sunken road which ran parallel to the national highway about 100 meters away. My tank, which was commanded by Unterscharführer Stief, was the last to drive into the sunken road, as engine trouble had caused us to lag behind. We had to halt every few kilometers as our motor kept overheating. True the sunken road offered good cover, but we could only drive out of it to the front or back as the sides were too high to climb.

After placing someone else in charge of his tanks, when darkness fell Wittmann drove back in a dispatch vehicle (VW Schwimmwagen). His intention was probably to fetch the elements of his company that had been left behind; as well, the forward combat train with its kitchen and rations trucks lay a few kilometers behind us. We spent a very restless night, during which very heavy naval artillery fire passed overhead. We heard each individual report, the ear-splitting howl as the shells passed over us and the loud impacts not far away. One man kept watch in the turret, the remainder tried their best to get some sleep inside the tank.”

In concluding this account of the events of 12 June, a quote from Wittmann’s brief situation report: “I was instructed to stand by in the Villers area, ready to attack and destroy an eventual enemy attack from the northeast and northwest.” So wrote Michael Wittmann on the evening of 12 June. The 3rd Company was still held up farther to the rear.










“But I Knew That It Absolutely Had to Be”: The Battle of Villers-Bocage

At 0500 hours on 13 June 1944 the battle group of the British 7th Armoured Division began its advance. It marched in the following order: 8th King’s Royal Irish Hussars (reconnaissance battalion), 4th County of London Yeomanry “Sharpshooters” (tank battalion, battle staff of the 22nd Armoured Brigade), 5th RHA (artillery battalion, minus one battery), 1/7 Battalion The Queen’s Royal Regiment (infantry battalion), 1st Battalion The Rifle Brigade (armored infantry battalion, minus two companies), 26th Anti-Tank Battery.

On the way to and through Villers-Bocage the English had no contact with the enemy; the only German units in the city were two medical companies of the Panzer-Lehr Division, and these were able to escape to the north at the last minute.

On the morning of that 13 June 1944 the Tigers of the 2nd Company of the 101st SS Panzer Battalion were preparing for action below the national highway after a brief and eventful night. It was 0800 hours. Wittmann had at his disposal the Tigers of SS Untersturmführer Hantusch, SS-Unterscharführer Stief and Sowa, and SS-Oberseharführer Brandt and Lötzsch. The latter had track damage. SS-Obersturmführer Wessel had departed to establish contact with a unit at the front and receive orders.

The same day Michael Wittmann described his experiences on that Tuesday morning: “I was in my command post and had given no thought to the idea that the enemy might appear suddenly. I had sent one of my officers to establish contact with a unit deployed up front and was waiting for him to return with fresh reports. Then a man suddenly came into my command post and declared, ‘Obersturmführer, tanks are driving past outside. They’re a peculiar round shape and I don’t think they’re German.’ I immediately went outside and saw tanks rolling past about 150 to 200 meters distant. They were English and American types. At the same time I saw that the tanks were accompanied by armored troop carriers.”

What Wittmann was seeing was the tanks of the 4th County of London Yeomanry, and from Villers-Bocage came even more tanks and bren gun carriers. Wittmann did not know the situation that morning; he had only a vague idea of the general situation in that sector of the front. Fascinated, he watched the tremendous column of Cromwells and Shermans, which were accompanied by bren gun carriers, roll unhindered down the national highway in the direction of Caen. “It was an entire armored regiment. This armored regiment had taken me by surprise.”

That was Wittmann’s dispassionate diagnosis of the extremely precarious situation in which he now found himself. It is impossible to say what went on inside him in that period of only a few seconds. What choices did he have? He could stay in cover, report his sighting by radio and request reinforcements. But then Wittmann wouldn’t have been Wittmann. Quick action was called for, as he was obviously faced with an enemy breakthrough with dire consequences. He decided to attack, alone, one panzer against an English armored brigade!

Wittmann knew all too well that under normal circumstances he would have no chance against this huge armada of steel; retreat after he had made his attack would be impossible against this overwhelming superiority. By any human measuring and from the point of view of armored tactics he was headed for certain death by attacking now. These thoughts ran through Wittmann’s mind in fractions of a second as, from his vantage point approximately 150 meters from Hill 213, he observed the English tanks on the road. “Yes, I must say that the decision was a very, very difficult one. Never before had I been so impressed by the strength of the enemy as I was by those tanks rolling by; but I knew that it absolutely had to be and I decided to strike out into the enemy.”

Wittmann knew that this powerful armored formation would meet no German forces of note on the road leading to Caen. He must avert a catastrophe, the collapse of the front. There was no other choice for him, the born lone fighter, he had to throw himself against the enemy tanks and try to make the impossible possible. Wittmann dashed toward his Tigers which sat camouflaged in the sunken road; his men there were still unaware of his discovery and the great danger that faced them all.

In the nearest tank was SS-Rottenführer Lau: “It was almost morning and the naval artillery fire had subsided somewhat. I, the gunner, was standing watch in the open turret hatch. All of a sudden—it was between 5 and 7 A.M.—Obersturmführer Wittmann, who had leapt onto the first of our tanks sitting in the sunken road, grasped me by the shoulder and said something about the Tommies. As he spoke, he gestured with his hand toward the road (Villers-Bocage-Caen), which was almost impossible to see
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from our position through the bushes. I slid onto the gunner’s seat and he onto the tank commander’s seat. The driver had fired up the engine. Headsets and throat microphones were put on quickly and we backed out of the defile. Unterscharführer Stief, who had been sleeping at the loader’s position, was instructed by Wittmann to alert and brief the remaining tanks. Meanwhile we drove toward the main road along a field road. We had gone about twenty meters by the time the driver and I were able to explain to Wittmann that our motor was defective. Apparently he had already deduced this from the sound of the engine. He leapt out of our tank and climbed aboard the tank of Unterscharführer Sowa, which by then had driven out of the defile.”

Michael Wittmann himself now describes his lone attack: “I had no time to assemble my company; instead I had to act quickly, as I had to assume that the enemy had already spotted me and would destroy me where I stood. I set off with one tank and passed the order to the others not to retreat a single step but to hold their ground. Drove up to the column, surprised the English as much as they had me. I first knocked out two tanks from the right of the column, then one from the left, then turned about to the left and attacked the armored troop carrier battalion in the middle of the armored regiment. I drove toward the rear half of the column on the same road, knocking out every tank that came toward me as I went. The enemy was thrown into total confusion. I then drove straight into the town of Villers, got to approximately the center of town where I was hit by an anti-tank gun. My tank was disabled. Without further ado I fired at and destroyed everything around me that I could reach; I had lost radio contact and was unable to summon my company. My tanks were out of sight.

I then decided to abandon the tank. We took all the weapons we could carry, but I didn’t destroy the tank as I believed that we could regain possession of it. Made my way to a division, about fifteen kilometers. Had to dodge enemy tanks several times; could have taken them out but had no close-range anti-tank weapons, so with a heavy heart had to leave them be. I reached the division and immediately reported to it and to corps. Subsequent counterattack destroyed the enemy. The bulk of the armored regiment and a rifle battalion were destroyed.”

With these succinct, factual words Wittmann described his attack against the English armored brigade, an attack unprecedented in its daring. Wittmann smashed the enemy tanks on the national highway without stopping to fire. In doing so he drove down the same road right beside the English armored column, his lone Tiger passing the English tanks face to face. Never before had one tank commander attacked such a superior force. Wittmann scored a direct hit with every shot from his moving Tiger. Loader Sturmmann Boldt had to work very hard; he had never had to load so fast. The driver, SS-Unterscharführer Walter Müller, skillfully maneuvered the Tiger past the English column. The radio operator was SS-Sturmmann Günther Jonas. All senses taut, Michael Wittmann kept his eye on the enemy armored column, the end of which he could not see. The Tiger fired again and again.

“I simply drove along the column.” That sounds rather simple; however, the crews of the English Cromwell tanks were not asleep, instead they tried to knock out the lone Tiger as it came toward them, firing without
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pause. They failed to do so, however, because Wittmann was faster then they, more skilled and precise. The well-aimed shots from the Cromwells, fired from extremely close range, bounced off the Tiger’s frontal armor. “I was able to take out twenty-one tanks, as well as the armored troop carriers. I don’t know how many, that remains to be determined.”

The armored troop carriers, in which were sitting the infantry of the Rifle Brigade, found themselves in a hopeless situation and awaited the coming disaster passively. Some of the infantry dove from their carriers and threw themselves into the bushes beside the road. Wittmann: “They never left the road. They were so surprised that they took to flight, but not with their vehicles, instead they jumped out, and I shot up the battalion’s vehicles as I drove by.”

Tanks, troop carriers, anti-tank guns, Wittmann blasted them all into smoking junk. Then he continued his triumphal march and rolled down the gently-sloping road into Villers-Bocage. In the Rue Georges Clèmenceau Wittmann knocked out two tanks of the regimental headquarters of the 4th County of London Yeomanry, one of which was commanded by Lieutenant-Colonel Lord Cranley. Captain Dyas was able to back his Cromwell tank into the courtyard of the Lemonnier property just in time. A fourth tank also escaped.

Wittmann drove on. Just before the Hotel du Bras d’Or he destroyed the 5th Royal Artillery’s lookout tank, a Sherman, and then found himself facing several enemy tanks at the exit from the town, the Jeanne-d’Arc Square. He subsequently turned his Tiger around and drove back down the main street, which at that place was called the Rue Pasteur. As it passed the Huet-Godefroy clothing store, the Tiger was hit by a shell fired by an anti-tank gun, which wrecked one of the drive sprockets.

Wittmann then made his way alone out of the town and headed north to the command post of the Panzer-Lehr Division in Orbois. He quickly informed the la, General Staff Oberstleutnant Kauffmann, of the dangerous situation, telling him that there were powerful enemy units west of Villers-Bocage with no German forces to oppose them. Wittmann also had the Ist SS Panzer Corps informed. Since all the units of the Hitlerjugend Division were committed near Caen, the Panzer-Lehr Division, which was itself heavily engaged once again in Tilly-sur-Seulles, had to release units and send them to Villers-Bocage to eliminate the acute threat in the rear of the front.

Deployed to Villers-Bocage were elements of the land Battalion of the Panzer-Lehr Regiment, which, after the death of Major Prince von Schönburg-Waldenburg on 11 June, was commanded by Hauptmann Ritgen. Ritgen was only able to withdraw parts of the battalion from the front, however; the 6th Company was fighting with the 901st Panzer-Grenadier-Lehr Regiment at Tilly and other panzer companies were engaged as well. He received a total of approximately fifteen Panzer IVs.

Hauptmann Helmut Ritgen recalled this action: “I was ordered by division to barricade the northern exit from Villers-Bocage and prepare for a counterattack against the deep British penetration through Villers-Bocage to the east. The companies deployed with the 901st Panzer-Grenadier-Lehr Regiment were engaged and could not be pulled out. While driving south, in the approximate area of Villy-Bocage I was stopped and briefed by General Bayerlein. From there we drove west in trail, north of the stream, accompanied by the general. To our south stretched the wall of the city of Villers-Bocage; we came under heavy anti-tank gun fire from that direction. Stabsfeldwebel Bobrowski was hit and his tank caught fire. We could not locate the British anti-tank guns. Without supporting panzer-grenadiers and artillery, a further advance through the hedgerow terrain would have been madness. General Bayerlein ordered a withdrawal to Villy-Bocage.”

Oberstleutnant Kauffmann hurriedly scraped together forces from the headquarters of the Panzer-Lehr Division and drove from Orbois to the outskirts of Villers-Bocage in order to prevent a breakout by the enemy. Wittmann did not take part in this action, instead he set out in a Schwimmwagen toward the N 175, the Villers-Bocage-Caen road. After Ritgen’s panzers made smoke and withdrew, in Parfouru, below National Highway N 175, the damaged tanks of the IInd Battalion of the Panzer-Lehr Regiment were hurriedly made operational, after which they set off toward Villers-Bocage.

In one of the approximately ten Panzer IVs was Gefreiter Leo Enderle of the 6th Panzer-Lehr Company: “When the counterattack started we advanced down the national highway, where knocked-out tanks and transport vehicles lay for kilometers. I also saw dead lying about when I was outside the tank. A dispatch rider emerged from a defile; horrified, he braked suddenly and plunged off the road. The attack on Villers-Bocage was delayed by at least a half hour until the tanks had formed up to the left and right of the attack road. Several tanks went left around the city, others right, in order to intercept stationary or fleeing troops there. We drove into the town. At an intersection sat two Tigers, knocked out by a self-propelled gun which was positioned in the street to the left.

We sent our first two tanks through the intersection at high speed. They made it, and after they had disappeared around a bend in the street were fired on by anti-tank guns. We heard over the radio that the first had been knocked out; the second withdrew and, though warned several times not to recross the intersection, was knocked out there. The shell went in
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the left side and out the right. We were certain no one would get out, but soon afterward the loader’s hatch opened and a man dove out of the tank head-first on to the street and disappeared into a side street where, as we were told later, he bled to death.

I was in the third panzer, still behind the intersection. We were operating as part of a pair; the right tank advanced while the left provided covering fire, then the procedure was reversed. Our tank was on the right side, directly in front of the intersection where the enemy could not get their sights on us. The gunfire from in front rang out clearly, that from the side sounded hollow.”

Directly behind was the tank of Unteroffizier Rother of the 5th Panzer-Lehr Company. His gunner Hans Burkhardt wrote: “As we moved up, in front of Villers-Bocage we passed a huge column of wrecked British troop trucks, armored troop carriers and these small, fully-tracked vehicles. The column, which had been shot up by an SS Tiger unit, had been driving east. In front of Villers-Bocage I saw two Tigers to our left sitting at the edge of the forest. One of them had definitely been knocked out. The crew were still there. Several were wounded, unfortunately one dead as well.

After stopping for a short while to observe, we drove slowly into Villers-Bocage. After several hundred meters we came to an intersection. When our first tank drove up to this intersection, it came under anti-tank gun fire from the left. The latter was so far from the intersection that it couldn’t be seen until one was fully in the intersection. The tank was put out of action. The same happened to the second tank. The third tank in the line moved off, and we in the fourth panzer had just received our commander’s order to close hatches and move forward when we were halted by radio and ordered to drive to the right. Then we were overtaken by a group of two or three Tigers. These Tigers drove toward the intersection and destroyed the anti-tank gun. I think that the leading Tiger was knocked out in the exchange of fire, but I’m not certain. There was talk afterward that a Tiger had run over the enemy anti-tank gun. Everything certainly happened very quickly. It was all over in a few minutes.”

The Tigers in question belonged to the 1st Company of the 101st SS Panzer Battalion. In addition to his own tank, company commander SSHauptsturmführer Möbius’ force of combat-ready Tigers included the tanks of the following commanders: SS-Obersturmführer Philipsen, SSUntersturmführer Lukasius and Hahn, SS-Oberscharführer Bode, Zahner, Swoboda and Ernst, and SS-Unterscharführer Wendt and Salamon. After the alarm was sounded the Tigers of the 1st Company had set out for Villers-Bocage. The departure was made in great haste; SS-Hauptsturmführer Möbius recalls the attack:

“Operational order: ‘Something must be going on there. Take your company and check it out!’ Wittmann came upon Möbius near Hill 213 and briefed him on the situation. Möbius: ‘I had deployed two platoons around Villers-Bocage, in order to prevent a breakout by the English to the east in the direction of Caen, and was in the town with one platoon. I really had little idea how strong the English were.’”

What had become of the 2nd Company in the meantime? After Wittmann roared off in SS-Unterscharführer Sowa’s Tiger, SS-Rottenführer Lau remained in his Tiger just below Hill 213 at the national highway. He described what happened: “English tanks were already driving past to my right, in the direction of Caen. Then we heard the sound of gunfire from Wittmann on the road. I was standing in the turret of my tank, now without a commander, about fifty meters from the highway. Unterscharführer Sowa was also sitting in the middle of open ground where Wittmann had left him. I shouted to him—for with the engine noise and the tank gunfire that was the only way to be heard—, ‘Kurt, come here, I have no commander.’ With Unterscharführer Sowa in command we drove on to the highway.

The left side of the road was one pile of wreckage which was obscured by smoke from burning vehicles. To the right in the direction of Caen we discovered two Cromwell tanks. They began to turn around, but we were able to destroy them both. Terrified Englishmen were running everywhere. We pulled back from the highway in the direction of the sunken road, in order to obtain a better view while standing guard and to shut down the overheated engine. Elements of our combat train now showed up and set about taking the English prisoner.

A Russian Hiwi from the field kitchen distinguished himself in this. He was a member of the crew of a T 34 we had knocked out at Cherkassy. Armed with pistol in one hand and a kitchen knife in the other, he flushed the Tommies from the bushes lining the sides of the highway. Soon there were more than a hundred prisoners in an open barn in front of our tank; our train people searched them for weapons. We had removed the machine-gun and positioned it on top of the tank. Meanwhile, thirty to sixty minutes had passed, when more Tigers rolled past us from the direction of Caen headed for Villers-Bocage. We read off the numbers: 111, 112, 121, 131—the tanks belonged to our 1st Company.”

SS-Oberscharführer Jürgen Brandt of the 2nd Company destroyed three Shermans and a number of tankettes by the side of the national highway; he and his crew brought in seventy British prisoners. The other crews succeeded in taking prisoner another 160 British soldiers. Soon afterward the previously mentioned armored group of the Panzer-Lehr Regiment joined the tank crews of the 2nd Company beside the national highway and its commander, an Army Hauptmann, enquired about the situation. Having already described the attack by these tanks, we will now focus on the 1st Company. Wittmann met the advancing Tigers on the national highway and there briefed the commander of the 1st Company on the situation as he saw it.

From Hill 213 the men saw the burning tanks of the 22nd Armoured Brigade. The first four Tigers of the 1st Company then drove into Villers-Bocage, with SS-Obersturmführer Philipsen in the leading tank. Meanwhile the English had gone over to the defensive in Villers-Bocage and a number of Sherman Fireflies and anti-tank guns lurked in the small city. Several of the English tanks tried to break out and ran straight into the Tiger platoon commanded by SS-Obersturmführer Philipsen, which was leading the German attack. SS-Untersturmführer Walter Hahn of the 1st Company described the attack by the Tigers:

“Hannes was able to score a fine success in our very first battle on the invasion front. He led the attack on Villers-Bocage on 13 June, destroyed eight tanks from a group of enemy vehicles attacking from out of the city, and thus brought the attack to a halt. When he then entered bitterly defended Villers-Bocage, his tank was knocked out from very close range. Hannes got out of the burning tank unhurt, immediately climbed into another tank and continued to take part in the battle.”

This attack entailed a certain degree of risk, for without infantry support tanks were supposed to avoid the close confines of built-up areas. Part of the 1st Company drove to Villers-Bocage, where there were already several Panzer IVs of the Panzer-Lehr Division.

Now, however, the city became a true witch’s cauldron; the constant roar of tank cannon and anti-tank guns reverberated through Villers-Bocage. The Tigers were unable to exploit their advantages to the full in the narrow streets, and the battle withthe English was fought at close quarters. Close-range weapons were fired at the Tigers from niches and cellar windows. SS-Oberscharführer Heinrich Ernst’s Tiger was knocked out and Ernst was killed. Both sides fought all out in the city, the bitter battle raged back and forth.

A Panzer IV of the Panzer-Lehr Division was knocked out, as was Tiger 112. An anti-tank gun fired from a side street until a Tiger rammed the corner house in front of it; falling rubble silenced the anti-tank





VILLERS-BOCAGE: AN ENEMY FIASCO
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[image: Two more photos of Wittmann.]






[image: Brief pause during combat training. From left: Lötzch, Warmbrunn, Kleber, Wittmann and Woll.]




[image: Wittmann, Warmbrunn (partly concealed) Höflinger, Lötzch, Woll and Kleber.]






[image: More shots of Wittmann.]







[image: From left: SS-Hauptscharführer Hans Höflinger and SSOberscharführer Georg Lötzsch, Wittmann, SS-Rottenführer Bobby Warmbrunn and SS-Unterscharführer Bobby Woll. All were tank commanders in Wittmann’s 2nd company.]




[image: Kurt Kleber, Michael Wittmann and Bobby Woll.]






[image: SS-Obersturmführer Jürgen Wessel.]




[image: SS-Untersturmführer Georg Hantusch.]




[image: SS-Rottenführer Walter Lau (gunner).]






[image: SS-Sturmmann Hubert Heil (radio operator).]




[image: SS-Untersturmführer Heinz Belbe]




[image: SS-Sturmmann Rudi Hirschel (radio operator).]






[image: SS-Oberscharführer Jürgen Brandt.]




[image: Michael Wittmann.]




[image: SS-Unterscharführer Kurt Kleber.]







[image: SS-Unterscharführer Bobby Woll.]




[image: SS-Unterscharführer Bobby Warmbrunn, the youngest Tiger commander.]




[image: SS-Rottenführer Reinhard Wenzel (Radio Operator).]






[image: SS-Hauptscharführer Hans Höflinger.]




[image: SS-Rottenführer Willi Schenk (Loader).]




[image: SS-Oberscharführer Georg Lötzsch (Commander).]






[image: SS-Oberscharführer Jürgen “Captain” Brandt was one of the most experienced tank commanders in Wittmann’s 2nd Company.]




[image: SS-Unterscharführer Bobby Warmbrunn, another of the 2nd Company’s veteran tank commanders.]




[image: SS-Oberscharführer Peter Kisters]






[image: SS-Rottenführer (FB) Willi Schmidt, Armored Reconnaissance Platoon.]




[image: SS-Oberscharführer Peter Kisters, tank commander in the 3rd Company.]




[image: SS-Usch. Wolfgang Unruh, HQ Company.]






[image: SS-Unterscharführer Georg Sittek took over the maintenance echelon of the 3rd Company, 101st SS Panzer Battalion in Normandy.]




[image: SS-Untersturmführer Willi Iriohn, operations officer, as of July 1944 platoon commander in the 3rd company, 101st SS Panzer Battalion.]




[image: SS-Untersturmführer Helmut W. Dollinger, before the invasion—battalion adjutant, afterward—signals officer.]






[image: SS-Hauptsturmführer Franz Heurich, Officer in Charge of Motor Vehicles I (here as an SS-Oberscharführer in 1939).]




[image: SS-Obersturmführer Wilhelm Spitz, operations officer, as of July 1944 commander of the 4th (Light) Company of the 101st SS Panzer Battalion.]




[image: SS-Oberscharführer Johann Schott, Technical Sergeant (Radio) in the Signals Platoon of the 101st SS Panzer Battalion.]






[image: A delegation from the Ist SS Panzer Corps Leibstandarte under the command of SS-Obersturmbannführer Max Wünch (left) in the Führer Headquarters in early 1944. Next to Wünch are SS-Untersturmführer Balthasar Woll and SSHauptsturmführer Hans Pfeiffer, Hitler’s former adjutant and now commander of the 4th Company, 12th SS Panzer Regiment Hitlerjugend. Max Wünch, commander of the 12th SS Panzer Hitlerjugend, shows Hitler photographs of the protoype of the “Wirbelwind” anti-aircraft tank developed by his regiment.]




[image: SS-Hauptsturmführer Alfred Veller, administration officer (seen here while still an SS-Scharführer in 1935).]
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THE 1ST AND 2ND COMPANIES, 101ST SS PANZER BATTALION, IN ACTION NEAR VILLERS-BOCAGE, 14–16 JUNE 1944













	
	
	Killed
	Wounded



	Date
	Company
	Officers
	NCOs
	Men
	Officers
	NCOs
	Men





	13/6/1944
	1st
	-
	3
	6
	1
	2
	7



	13/6/1944
	2nd
	-
	-
	1
	-
	-
	3



	14/6/1944
	1st
	-
	-
	-
	-
	1
	2



	14/6/1944
	2nd
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	2



	15/6/1944
	1st
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-



	15/6/1944
	2nd
	-
	1
	1
	-
	-
	1



	16/6/1944
	1st
	1
	1
	2
	1
	-
	3
















The Black Corps: Michael Wittmann, the Tank Killer



























A Tiger Destroys a Superior Force: The First Swords on the Atlantic Front—SS-Obersturmführer Wittmann Destroys His 138th Enemy Tank












The Swords for SS-Obersturmführer Wittmann









The Oak Leaves with Swords for SS-Obersturmführer Michael Wittmann













THE 3RD COMPANY OF THE 101ST PANZER BATTALION IN EVRECY, 14–15 JUNE 1944















	
	
	Killed
	Wounded



	Date
	Company
	Officers
	NCOs
	Men
	Officers
	NCOs
	Men





	13/6/1944
	3rd
	-
	1
	3
	-
	-
	-



	15/6/1944
	3rd
	1
	3
	14
	1
	3
	7



	15/6/1944
	2nd
	-
	-
	-
	-
	2
	1



	15/6/1944
	HQ
	-
	-
	1
	-
	-
	-
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Wittmann’s path with his Tiger

Wittman’s path on foot with his
- crew.

Wittmann’s path with 15 Pz. IVs  ;
of Pz.Lehr. Div.
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Path taken by Wittmann's Tiger Path of group of L/Pz Lehr-Rgt. Pz.IVs under Hotm. Ritgen

Path of 1./88-P2.Abt 101

~* Witimann's route to the command post of the Pz Leh.-DIv.

Path of the group of IL/Pz Lehr-Rgt. PzIVs  SEHHHENEEE  Witmann's departure from the Pz.Lehr-Div. in Schwimmwagen
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(2) English 57mm anti-tank gun, The Queens.

(3) Knocked-out, burnt-out Tiger
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(5) Disabled Tiger.

(6) English mortars.

(7) Wittmann’s disabled Tiger.
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