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Panther vs Panzer

MaJor GILBERT A. ELLMANN, Field Artillery

NOTE: The vcombut actiopns desceribed
hivein are wat necessarily in aecordunee
wilh the lutest tank destroyer doctrine,
bt vesulted from the ecvigencies of the
Nooth Aflvican sitaation,  Sivee then,
neany tank destroger battalions have been
eqipped acith weupons specifically de-
vedoped for aeeowmplishiwent of their pri-
wary  enploguient i ueeordanee weith
their doctiipe, acith soceesges that haee
aneply justified their existenee us a tuet-

cul foree.—THE AUTHOR.

\HE “ery of the panther” in the junsgle
bhas at last been duplicated in the “ery

of the panther” on the modein battlefield.
Symbolieally embodying in their basie tacties
the stalking technique of their counterpart,
“the blaek panther,” the tank destroyvers have
further mproved in secking out theh prey,
the enemy armor; and, lyving in wait for him,
by use of surprize and massed fire\ave been

Cextrentely suceessful in the accomplishment

of their mission,

In the first months of the North African
campaign, the for antitank weapons
wiax ro preat and the available tank destroy-
ers ~o few that the tank destroyers were
pavcelled out to various units by platoons and
companies. At na time during these early
months was a tank destroyver battalion em-
ployed as such; however, employed on a picce-
meal buasis, they were called upon to perform
many missions for which they were neither
desiened nor well suited, such as unsupport-
ed rear guard actions, direet assault against
fortificd towns, and as general assault artil-
lery. Doespite the resulting loss of concen-
trated five power, tank destroyer units func-
tioned successfully, fulfilling many roles aside
from those primary and secondary missions

need

2 set forth in Training Circular BR (Employ-
. ment of Tank Destroyer Units, WD, 24 June

1943).
Company “B.” 701st TD Battalion, under

the writer’s command, was the first T unit
to see action against the enemy in Tunisia,

LY

making? initial contact on 22 November 1942
and continuing in aetion throughont the cam-
paign. The company, with a rceconnaissance
platoon attached, functioned almost entively
as a separate unit, at times even being broken
down into separate platoons, '

The action of thix tank destrover company
at Gafsa and Sbeitla are cited here as ex-
amples of suceessful though unorthodox em-
ployment, a success which was due to the
combination of aggressive leadership and
imtiative on the part of pl:\tmm‘ commanders,
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and to cnemy errors. We attacked without
infantry support, which, against an alest

enemy, could have led to disaster; but we
cannol expeet to surprise the enemy as often
as was done at Sbeitla, where our bholdness
was matched only by the enemy’s utter dis-
regard for the remotest of local
seeuvrity.

So, lest we forget the carvty baptism of fire
and the trials and criors, this article will

pretense
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endeavor to give the reader a little insight
into the early fighting by the tank destroyers
in Tunisia.

After Ijmvoling overland (or six days the
company ireached the little town of Feriana
(Figure 1) at about 0230 on the morning of
22 November 1942, only to be told by the
“Tunisian Task Foree Cormmand” there that

MILITARY REVIEW

time to leave on the trip to Gafsa, forty-seven §
miles away. ]

The absolute absence of any information on ;,
the enemy forces made jt wise to keep thelg
light platoon (37-mm SP) in the rear of the
column  because of their vulnerability tof
small-arms fire, and thus with the two pla-f
toons of destroyers (75-mm M3 half-tracks) ¥
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it was to be prepared to attack the cnemy-
held town of Gafsa at daybreak. IP [initial
point] time was 0300, Supporting troops
totaled two antiquated IFFrenceh armored re-
«connaissance cars and two P-H8s which were
to strafe the town just before our attack.
This, in retrospeet, could have been much like
a small boy stirring up a bechive with a stick
just prior to attempting to capture the gqueen
bee barchanded. Howcover, after refueling
and making ready for the trip into and
against the unknown, everyone slept until’

used as assault puns, the attack on Gafka
was begun (Figure 2. ¢

To the reconnaissance platoon was given|
the mission of proceeding directly toward the _
town bhut off the road until the first hostile
clements were encountered. Then, in order to
avoid any cnemy planned defensive fires, itf
was deeided that only by a wide ﬂankingff
movement by one platoon and a dispersed
frontal attack by the other 75-mm platoon
(A and B in Figure 2) could hope for suecess
be possible. The reconnaissance platoon re-
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ported first contact with the enemy and the
agreed-upon plan of attack was immediately
put into execution. Meanwhile the vrecon-
naissance platoon divided into sections, omne
going out to either flank to warn us of any
flanking attacks by the enemy. The French
armored cars were lost to the attackers early,
by running into a mine field (E in Figure 2)

93
with about 300 Arabs who had been armed

by the Germans.

All-around defense was immediately estab-
lished (X’s in Figure 2) and the success of
mission No. 1, though unorthodox, became an
accomplished fact.

That same afternoon word was received
through the French warning system that an
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on the main road, one of them luxing all four
wheels.

After effectively climinating the Germdn
snipers in the outlying buildings (C and D
in Figure 2), using 75-mm high ecxplosive,
one platoon (A in Figure 2) made a flank-
ing attack on the town while the other pla-
toon (B in Figure 2), plus the command

% group, entered the town, and with the volun-
8 teeved aid of a young French civilian, cleaned
& out the remaining German snipers together

Y

enemy tank column was approaching Gafsa
from Gabes, the enemy stronchold in the
southeast, with the evident intention of ve-
taking Gafsa (Figure 1). Despite the fact
that everyone needed =ome sleepr and rest, it
was dectded that the terrain arvound Gafsa
atforded ittle opportunity for a successful
battle against tanks, <o at 1430 the company
moved out in the following march order—
reconnaissance platoon, one 7H-mm SP pla-
toon, command group, the sceond 75-mum SP
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,‘platuon. and followed by the 37-mim SP pla-
toon. This formation was ta prove very cf-
fective in this and later battles sinee it af-
forded initial fire power to suppart the recon-
naissance platoon and at the same time the
lead gun platoan also served as a base of
fire, permitting the advantageous use of the
secomd gun platoon for a flanking movement
or any olher approprinte manceuver.

The umit approached El Guettar in an at-
mosphere of complete serenity, wanting to
pieh good firing positions and then, by sur-
prise and massed fire, achieve a quivk victory.

The main body of the company waxs jusl
entering Bl Guettar (Ipurve 3 and  the
1 -tons of the reconnaissance platoon were
topping u rise just cast of town when facing
them over the top of a <econd rise were the
enemy tanks,

Surprise at such an abrupt medting duld
not stop the reconnaissance from reporting

Cthe tanks' position and range, even though
one jeep driver spilled his passengers and
overtarned his jJeep in his hurry to et some
solid Atfrican Jdirt between him and the muzzle
of the lead tank. The man managed to get
back safely.

The fight was on, Dascd on the reconnais-
sance reports, the company commander sent
one platcon (A 1n Figuie 3) to the teft of
the road and accompanmed the other (13 in
Firure 3) to the vight. The left platoon got
four tanks inmediately while the right pla-
toon scoured the oasis for any more that
might be hidden there, Movine to the edee (¢
in Fipure 3), they attacked six tanks that
tricd to swing south: none was knocked out,
but all were Inter picked up, out of fuel and
damaged, a short distanee on the way back
to Gabes,

During all this action the 37-mm SIP pla-
toon had been Kept in reserve and was sent
out around the salt lake south of the oasis
(D in Eigure 3) to prevent the company from
being outflanked and also toraet as rear guard,

At 1700 the company was reformed and
went back to Gafsa.
~In this last battle, again were violated the
most recent doctrvines of tank destroyer em-
ployment, namely - .to go out and seck hostile

tanks. However, here it was necessary to
meet a definite situation and it was necessary
to pick out favorable ground. TD', to assute
their suceess, nmust of necessity have time to §
seleet and occupy positions favorable to them
in advance of the arrival of the enemy. .

Returning to Gafsa at about dusk withf
anticipation of much-needed sleep, the writer
was met with the news that the Germans had
captured Sbeitla (Figure 1) about 120 miles
to the north, and along with it large quanti-
ties of French equipment. While the com-
pany’'s newly found importance to the capture
ol Tunisia was preatly appreciated when the
I'rench asked the TH'Ss to go up there and do
something about it, it was felt, too, that the
men had alveady passed the point of hum:ag
capabilities to go without sleep. However, it
wias known there was no one else ta eall upon,
and  with Sbeitla in enemy hands  Gafsal:
would hitve been untenable, as was later bornef
out by the evacuation of Gafsa in February]
when 1t beeame impaossible to hold Sbheitla
against superior German panzer elements, =

The 37-mm SP platoon was left behind to
help hold Gafsa in support of one infantry
company, part of the 1st Division. while the
remainder of “B” company started back fo
Fertana at about 2230 that night and spem|
the few remaining hours before dawn pres
paring for the next mission and getting twe
hours' sleep,
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Dawn on the 23] saw the company beginning
its seventy-six mile mareh thiough Kasserine
to Sbeitla, using the same formation as pre-
viously., This became known as Plan A. How-
ever, because of laek of Turther enemy infor-
mation ather than that he had come as farl
as Kasserine, and expeeting to meet him com-|
ing toward Thelepte, the company traveled inf
stageoered formation on the road so that cach
gun would have a ficld of fire to the frontg
The reconnaissance platoon had been given
orders ta do a partwularly thorough job.

Because of the similarity between  this
march and the surprise meeting encountevedf
at El Guettar, one 75-mm SP was placed up®
front in the column just behind the recon—%

ars

T

naissance sa that if they were surprised again

the TD could ovpen fire immediately. Tt
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traveled with one shell in the chamber ready
to fire.

It was learned, upon arrival at Kasserine,
that the enemy had been there but had gonce
back in the direction of Sbeitla, o it was now
certain that contact would be made between
the two towns. Cautiously now the unit pro-
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showed the road as entering Sbeitla fyom the
southwest, all were again surprised when, ap-
proaching from|the northwest and topping
a vise, the reconnaissance saw the town lying
vut before thom :-( Firure 4). However, no con-
tact was made by the reconnaissance until the
outskirts of Sbeitla were reached, later ex-
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cocded on ity way and about hve niles out
encountered a stone road bIndf appropriately
well placed in a detile, Anything was expeceted
to happen at this point, but for sonie unknown
reason it was neither booby-trapped nor de-
fended. A little pioneer work soon cleared a
passage and the company advanced.

At this point a light, cold rain developed
and further strained the already taut nerves
of the men who were cager and alert trying
to cateh sight of the enemy before he saw
them. The odometers showed that the com-
pany was almost there.

. Due to the inaccuracy of the maps which

plained by the fact that, it bemg noon, the
enemy was eating.

The halted and  observed
the edee of town but ~aw nothing, then moved
ahead and had coveved about half the dis-
tance to the town proper when evervthing
broke loosc.

An encmy tanker saw the jeeps about the
sime  time the reconnaissance spotted the
tanks well hidden 1 an orchard and all fac-
ing them. The tanker gave the aldrm and
raced for his tank as the lead reconnaissance
jeep warned the company.

A hot fight followed with the ¢nemy open-

reconnarsEsanee
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ing up with machine guns and 47-mm tank
guns, and the lead destroyer firing over the
dispersed jeeps as the commanding officer of
the reconnaissance platoon marked targets
with tracer .50 caliber. The jeeps also opened
up with their .50 caliber machine guns to
keep the tanks buttened up.

As soon as the enemy pasition was definite-
ly established, one platoon was sent to the
left of the road (B in Figure 4) from where
it oponed fire on the tanks. The reconnais-
sance platoon was split, one scction going to
the left to help protect that platoon from
enemy infantry, while the other seetion took
up position with the other TD platoon behind
a hill mask (A in Figure 4). From here, this
platoon took up the fire tight, thus ¢nabling
the platoon on the left ta flank wide to the
left unobserved, where it took up a position
near an old Roman arch (C in Figure 4).

With the plateon in these positions, a eross
fire was formed, and no matter how the tanks
moved they met the tank destroyers' fire. The
destroyers knocked out cleven enemy tanks
and had one of their destroyers hit, immobil-
izing it. It was only by this unlucky hit that
several trucks and three tanks suecceded in
escaping out of town the bhack way.

—————— e ——
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The destroyers were ordered to close in i
cautiously and to pour it on, and in this way,
by firing heavily with high explosive and
overrunning machine guns at several strect
corners, the company entered town,

The booty consisted of nearly a hundred
prisoners, who were rounded up, searched,
and sent to the rear, as well as quantities of
cquipment and supplies, including mueh ecap-
tured French equipment.

Some paratroopers finally assisted in mop-
ping up, and after the French sent in an
infantry company and an artillery hattery to
take over, the company turned the town over |
to them.

A check of the tank destroyer eompany's |
condition turned up these faets: that in four §
days since leaving Constantine it had been in
three actions, winning them all; taken over
four hundred prisoners and much enemy ma-
terial; knocked out fifteen tanks; and trav-
cled some four hundred miles. The only eas-
ualties were one man wounded and two ve-
hicles stightly damaged. And now it was going
back to Kasserine for its first real sleep in
four days.




