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Ardennes 1944: Peiper and Skorzeny

Operation ‘Greif’

From the time of the initial planning for ‘Wacht am Rhein’, the German counteroffensive in the Ardennes, Hitler had turned again and again to the importance of taking bridges across the Meuse before they could be demolished. After going over all kinds of possibilities, he came up with the idea of assembling a special unit to try to capture them. His idea was that this special unit, wearing American uniforms and using American weapons and vehicles, would exploit the surprise and shock, created by the breakthrough, to move forward to the Meuse bridges as if they were retreating Americans.

The leader of this force was to be SS-Sturmbannführer Otto Skorzeny, who had become famous for snatching Mussolini from a mountain-top in Italy the previous year. Just back from another coup for Hitler, the kidnapping of the Hungarian Regent’s son and the seizure of the seat of government in Budapest, Skorzeny was summoned to the Führer’s HQ at Rastenburg on 22 October 1944. After Hitler had congratulated him and announced his promotion to SS-Obersturmbannführer, Skorzeny listened as the Führer outlined the impending offensive and the part he was to play in it. ‘He told me about the tremendous quantity of material which had been accumulated, and I recall that he stated we would have 6,000 artillery pieces in the Ardennes, and, in addition, the Luftwaffe would have about 2,000 planes, including many of the new jet planes. He then told me that I would lead a Panzer brigade which would be trained to reach the Meuse bridges and capture them intact.’

As the offensive was due to start at the beginning of December, this left Skorzeny barely five weeks in which to gather together and train a brand new formation for a special mission. Within four days he had sent his plans for Panzerbrigade 150 to Gen. Jodl (OKW Chief of Staff) with a list of the equipment that would be needed. What he had then in mind was somewhat optimistic—3,300 men in a well-ordered brigade, three battalions strong—yet he was given the immediate go-ahead and promised unlimited support.
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Generalfeldmarschall Walter Model, pictured here during the first week of the offensive, was commander of Heeresgruppe B, the army group charged with Operation ‘Wacht am Rhein’. His personal opinion of the whole concept of the operation was far from enthusiastic; he considered it unrealistic—and with reason.

On 25 October OKW issued an order asking for suitable men for this operation. The next day Ob. West passed the request down the line to Heeresgruppe B, Heeresgruppe G, Luftwaffen-Kommando West, Marine-Oberkommando West, and even to XXX. Armeekorps (in charge of the operational launching of V-weapons in the Netherlands)—in fact to every headquarters on the Western Front. This widespread search for recruits who had ‘knowledge of the English language and also the American dialect’ was highly prejudicial to the secrecy of the operation and the request soon became known to the Allies, as confirmed in a report by First Canadian Army on 30 November.
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The men upon whom the whole gamble depended—and even in the last months of the war, a force to be reckoned with: Waffen-SS mechanised infantry. These machine gunners from one of the four SS-Panzer-Divisions committed to ‘Wacht am Rhein’ wear the SS-pattern 1944 four-pocket camouflage uniform. The foreground soldier is carrying an MG 42 and a slung spare barrel; another spare is carried, in the ochre canister, by the man behind the gunner’s right shoulder.

Equipping the brigade called for tanks, self-propelled tank destroyers, armoured personnel carriers, trucks and jeeps, plus weapons and uniforms—all of American origin. Certain items of captured equipment may have been fairly plentiful but this was not likely to make them any easier for Skorzeny to obtain: we may imagine that front-line units felt reluctant at the thought of having to part with precious transport. Hence, on 2 November, Skorzeny wrote to the Chief-of-Staff of Ob.West, Generalleutnant Siegfried Westphall, to draw his attention to the fact that while the necessary equipment undoubtedly existed, because the troops were unaware of why it was actually wanted they might well fail to hand it in. A week later Ob. West was asked to find, with the appropriate ammunition, 15 tanks, 20 armoured cars and 20 self-propelled guns; 100 jeeps, 40 motorcycles and 120 trucks, as well as both British and American uniforms. Under the codename ‘Rabenhügel’ their requisition was divided between the three Army groups: Heeresgruppe G was required to furnish eight tanks and 20 jeeps, Heeresgruppe H two tanks and 50 jeeps, and Heeresgruppe B five tanks and 30 jeeps, to be delivered promptly to Grafenwöhr, the location of the new brigade’s training camp.

Disappointed at what ‘Rabenhügel’ had turned up, Skorzeny made his feelings known in a telegram to Ob. West on 21 November, sent under his codename of ‘Solar’, in which he complained of the dearth of American equipment arriving at Grafenwöhr. The monthly summaries for the allocation of armour reveal the way in which he had to make do with German substitutes to bolster the meagre number of American fighting vehicles which came in. Five Panthers were recorded as being allotted to ‘Rabenhügel’ on 19 November; five StuGs and six armoured cars (Pz.Späh.Wg.) to Panzerbrigade 150 on 24 November; and six medium armoured personnel carriers (mSPW) to ‘Rabenhügel’ on 27 November.

A full report sent to Ob. West in November by one of Skorzeny’s aides detailed the problems encountered in fitting out the unit, and stated that the target date for its organisation could not be met. No more than 57 of the 150 cars that were required had materialised, and 74 of the 198 trucks. There were five tanks, all German, and eight armoured cars, six of them German; moreover, the report suggested that the vehicles sent to Grafenwöhr could not have been chosen with too much care, as a third of them suffered from mechanical defects and needed five or six days in the repair shops. Of just two Shermans which had materialised, one was out of action with a defective engine, and the other was presumably unserviceable too, as neither of them appeared on the list of available tanks in the report.

At the same time the brigade had been flooded with items from units possessing Polish or Russian equipment and with little idea of what the request was all about, all of these being ‘absolutely useless for our mission’, added the report—which also commented that the brigade was still short of 1,500 American steel helmets, and that a number of American uniforms delivered under ‘Rabenhügel’ were summer issue. Despite all these problems, at least it could be reported that the wireless equipment was suitable, that the morale and the physical condition of the troops were good, and that there were a sufficient number of ‘combat interpreters for the special missions’.
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Otto Skorzeny, promoted to SS-Obersturmbannführer (lieutenant-colonel) and given command of Panzerbrigade 150 by Hitler in person at Rastenburg on 22 October 1944. He was to find the original concept of the covert unit, uniformed and equipped as Americans, impossible to fulfill due to the shortage of suitable vehicles.

How these linguists had been obtained was another story, as Skorzeny was later to write: ‘We employed a number of language experts who divided them into categories, according to their knowledge of English. After a couple of weeks the result was terrifying. Category one, comprising men speaking perfectly and with some knowledge of American slang, was ten strong, and most of them were sailors, who also figured largely in category two. The latter comprised men speaking perfectly, but with no knowledge of American slang. There were 30 to 40 of them. The third category consisted of between 120 and 150 men who spoke English fairly well; and the fourth, about 200 strong, of those who had learned English at school. The rest could just about say “Yes”. In practice it meant that we might just as well mingle with the fleeing Americans and pretend to be too flurried and overcome to speak.’

Faced with the realities of the situation, Skorzeny had been obliged to scale down his ideas for Panzerbrigade 150 from three battalions to two; and he decided to assemble 150 of the best English-speaking volunteers into a commando unit, ‘Enheit Stielau’.


Panzerbrigade 150

With the brigade structure scaled down to two battalions, each of them was to have four companies of infantry, one anti-aircraft platoon, one company of recce armoured cars and one company of Panzers; the latter was to be equipped with 14 StuGs in the second battalion and with 22 Panthers in the first battalion, which was to have an additional company of Panzergrenadiers. The brigade was to have one battery of self-propelled artillery, one company of engineers and one bridge-building column.

Skorzeny called upon his own specialist units, namely a company of SS-Jagdverbände Mitte and two from SS-Fallschirm-Jäger-Abteilung 600. Since there was no possibility of welding together in the time available an efficient force comprised of volunteers drawn from all branches of the Werhmacht, he asked for, and was given, some regular units for stiffening, which were attached to the SS-Jagdverbände for the duration of the mission. The brigade thus received two Luftwaffe parachute battalions previously attached to Kampfgeschwader 200 (and then known as Sonderverbande Jungwirth), and 7.Panzer grenadier-Kompanie. Tank crews were provided by 4.Kompanie of Panzer-Regiment 11 (6.Panzer-Division); Panzerjäger crews from 1.Kompanie of schwere Panzerjäger-Abteilung 655; and recce armoured car crews from 1.Kompanie of Panzer-Aufklärungs-Abteilung 190 (90.Panzergrenadier-Division) and 1.Kompanie of Panzer-Aufklärungs-Abteilung 2 (2.Panzer-Division). Gunners came from Artillerie-Abteilung I/40, and their weapons from the artillery units of the Führer-Grenadier-Brigade. The brigade staff came from Panzerbrigade 108, and the two battalion staffs were made up from experienced members of Panzerbrigade 10 and Panzerbrigade 113. Altogether, with other specialist units of engineers and transport, the number of men assembled at Grafenwöhr was about 2,500, some 800 less than had been hoped; about 500 were Waffen-SS, about 800 Luftwaffe, and the rest Heer.
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Despite Skorzeny’s difficulties, the effect of the rumoured presence of the ‘Greif’ commandos behind US lines was to be widespread and far-reaching. These MPs of the 84th Infantry Division are checking the identity of vehicle drivers at the Baillonville crossroads.

The amount of equipment received at Grafenwöhr was far from what had been hoped; and Skorzeny later explained how they had only four American scout cars, about 30 jeeps and about 15 genuine American trucks, and that he ‘had to make up the difference with German vehicles. The only common feature of these vehicles was that they were all painted green, like American military vehicles.’ In the matter of weapons things were even worse: there were only enough American weapons to equip the commando company. Skorzeny had to modify his plans once again, and the brigade evolved into a three-Kampfgruppe unit, each one led by a frontline commander on loan for ‘Greif’: Kampfgruppe X under SS-Obersturmbannführer Willi Hardieck; Kampfgruppe Y commanded by Hauptmann Scherff; and Kampfgruppe Z led by Oberstleutnant Wolf. Each had the same basic organisation: a small staff, three companies of infantry, two Panzer-grenadier and two anti-tank platoons, two heavy mortar platoons, an engineer and a signals platoon, and a vehicle repair unit; in addition Kampfgruppe X and Y each had a Panzer company. The former was issued with the five Panthers manned by the crews provided from Panzer-Regiment 11, and the latter the five StuGs crewed by the men from schwere Panzerjäger-Abteilung 655. To resemble the shape of the American M10 tank destroyer, the turrets and hulls of the Panthers were disguised1 with thin sheet metal, including a distinctive rear turret overhang and the cupola was removed. Like almost everything of Skorzeny’s that moved, the phoney ‘M10’ tank destroyers and StuGs were given Allied five-pointed stars; but for a so-called American outfit the brigade had a definite German look about it! There was a single Sherman available on the eve of the attack, the other having finally packed up for good with transmission trouble as the brigade assembled in Eifel; and very few of his men could actually speak passable English or were convincingly kitted out as Americans.
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The capture of superior American clothing during bitter winter weather inevitably led to its being worn by some German soldiers; and in the aftermath of ‘Greif’, equally inevitably, any soldier who allowed himself to be captured so dressed invited summary execution. This grenadier in American kit was shot at Hotton on 26 December.

Training continued at Grafenwöhr; here, too, the unavoidable secrecy had its drawbacks since Hardieck, Scherff and Wolf could not be taken fully into their CO’s confidence at this time, and Skorzeny was the only one who knew about the offensive. Extravagant rumours multiplied around the camp, and Skorzeny decided not to try to stamp them out: if they sent any
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The Commandos’ fate
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Panzerbrigade 150

(Strength as it appeared on a document dated 25 November, 1944.

In the field, by 20 December, it would be far less powerful.)
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