FLAK-PANZER SAVE THE KAMPFGRUPPE PEIPER FROM SIGNIFICANT LOSSES

By Willi Weiss, July 2011

The foggy, wintery drab weather brightened a little and the sun could even be seen for a few moments. The column of the Kampfgruppe traveled on a narrow mountain road and stretched over more than two kilometers. To the right of the mountain road was an extensive wall of rock, to its left a steep drop into the valley. Unknown to it, the Kampfgruppe was spotted on the way to La Gleize by a Piper Cub, an American reconnaissance aircraft. When sixteen Thunderbolts attacked the full width of the Kampfgruppe from the side of the valley, the vehicles stopped, still spread out and without any cover. There was no way at all to get out. The Panzer crews and grenadiers crawled into or under the iron and steel giants, which sat without cover and defenseless in the open. The two Flak-Panzers with their four-barrel guns immediately opened fire and blasted away as fast as they could. But the "vultures of the skies" attacked mercilessly, diving, firing their onboard weapons, and dropping bombs.

To hold their own against sixteen enemy aircraft, in particular when they attacked in formation, was almost hopeless for the men of the Flak-Panzers. They could not concentrate on individual aircraft under these circumstances because too many were attacking at the same time. So they put up a general defensive fire, making the pilots uncertain, and thus prevented well-aimed attacks. The amount of explosive shells from the eight barrels was phenomenal, and the burst clouds proved it. The faces of the men at the guns were covered with sweat, fear likely in their minds, as they were attacked time and again by the aircraft. The turrets of the Panzers swung left or right at lightning speed as they tried to fight off the enemy aircraft again and again. Some of the Panzer crews removed their machine guns from their mounts and also fired at the aircraft, which would just not give up. There were a number of wounded among the grenadiers and Panzer crews, and the medics were fully occupied. What would have been the fate of this Panzer unit if the Flak-Panzers with their four-barrel guns had not been with it? Neither the onboard weapons nor the bombs from the aircraft were able to cause very significant damage to the sixty-two vehicles.

The Flak-Panzer guns set one Thunderbolt on fire, and it crashed a few seconds later. After approximately half an hour the enemy aircraft pulled away. Obersturmbannfuhrer Peiper thanked the men of the Panzer-Flak. He had found cover under one of the Panzers at the point. After the attack by the enemy aircraft, which had shaken up everyone somewhat, the Kampfgruppe reached the bridge across the Lienne River near Neufmoulin in the evening. It was absolutely essential to cross this bridge, which was guarded by a small American unit. Just behind it lay Werbomont where the major route of advance would finally have been reached again. The objective was within reaching distance! The guards at the bridge had to be neutralized to prevent the bridge from being blown up. The Americans were faster by a fraction of a second. When the first Panzer was a few meters from it, the bridge blew up. The way to the Maas River was blocked to Obersturmbannfuhrer Peiper there as well. All vehicles turned around on the spot. During the night the column pulled back to La Gleize. The hope that the town was still free of the enemy came true. Many of the Panzers and reconnaissance vehicles were almost out of fuel. Some could not make it past La Gleize. The 2. Panther-Kompanie and one Flak-Panzer drove with the 3. Panzer-Pionierkompanie and grenadiers of the reconnaissance battalion beyond the town o Stoumont, five kilometers away, to scout for a new route of advance and determine the enemy situation.

Encountering strong enemy resistance and losing several Panzers, the small unit pulled back to the town and prepared for defense since wounded Germans and wounded American prisoners were housed in the nearby castle of Froid Cour. Little by little the Americans recaptured the town. The last bastion of defense was the sanatorium on a small hill near the castle. The losses there were big. The crew of the Flak-Panzer lost Sturmmann Adolf Macht and Heinz Scholz, as well as Feldwebel (staff sergeant) Hahn who had transferred from the Luftwaffe just before this action. He had been made an Oberscharfiihrer, the same rank, and added to the crew of the Panzer. In the meantime, Kampfgruppe Peiper had lost all contact with units of the division; even radio contact had ceased. On December 22 and 23, the towns of Cheneux and Stoumont had to be given up. Almost out of ammunition and fuel, La Gleize was defended. Food and sleep had become foreign words to the men. In this town, which had been completely turned into rubble by the Americans, there were still more than 200 wounded as well as about 150 American prisoners. The supplies expected by air did not arrive. In the evening hours of December 23, Obersturmbannfuhrer Jochen Peiper decided to break out on foot with the remaining 800 relatively fit men across the hills of the Ardennes. Slightly wounded comrades who could walk were taken along. All Panzers and vehicles were blown up. Dr. Dittmann, the physician of the reconnaissance battalion, and some medics remained with the critically wounded in order to turn them over to the Americans.

The American prisoners were set free.

The breakout from the encirclement of La Gleize succeeded under immense hardships. The German lines and the village of Wanne, where our supply units were located, were reached around noon on Christmas Day. The totally exhausted members of the Kampfgruppe were allowed to rest and recuperate in the villages of Ober- and Nieder-Emmels until the end of the year. Kampfgruppe Peiper was disbanded.

