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TECHNIQUR OF THE TANK PLATOON AS THE FOINT IN AN EXPLOITATION

The writer was a tank platoon leader in an Armored Division and, as such,
was often called on to be the point commander in exploitation missions.

The division used a "married" formation throughout. Consequently, vwhen
a tank platoon was assigned to the point, the armored Infantry counterpart also
became part of that point.

Riding in tha2 leaiing vehicle in an armored exploitation can, and often
has proved to be, rather deleterious to one's heslth. At the very dest, it is
something of a strain to the nervous system. Of course, there is no way to
make this task just wholesome, clean fun such as would =ppeal to any red-blooded
American boy. However, certain techniques learned over a long period of time,
by trial and error, and from watching and noting the trials and errors of others,
(coupled with an abundance of the "luck of the Irish") have worked well for
the writer.

Ordinarily it was left to the tank platoon leader to command this group
and to decide on the formation to be used. Many, many variations were tried
out by platoon officers. Several factors had to be considered.

Flexibility was an important item, Terrain, weather, expected enemy resistance,
and speed of the adv-nce all entered into the picture.

One very troublesome factor was the lack of comnunicatsion between the
half-tracks of the Infantry platoon. If a fight developed and these half-
tracks were soattered, the problem of control was acute, (particularly after
replacements had been made).

As has been previously stated, several variations became somewhat standard.
One of theme was tank and half-track alternately. This formation has several

disadvantages. Yor example, it spreads the tank fire power out too far and

makes the tank platoon leader's control _ronism more difficult. Then, %oo,
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the Infantry control problem is extremely arduous. An outstanding tank platoon
lesader used this formation, however, and it worked pretty well while he lasted.
His chief argument for it was the fact that each infantry squad could protect
the tank ahead of it from close-in antitank measures.

.Hovever. the writer believes the disadvantages outweigh the advantages
in this case.

Another formetion used by many platoon lesders, t:« trree tanks, the
Infantry vlatoon leader's half-track, the other two tanks, then the four
other half-tracks of the Infantry platoon. This system enabled the Infantry
platoon leader to be far enough forward to see and size up the situation or
to confer with the tank platoon leader when necessary. In addition, his
Platoon was all together and far enough back so that it wasn't necessarily
under fire and could form and attack as a unit.

Tris formation worked out quite successfully dut it left a thin-skinned
vehicle rather far forward and the Infantry platoon leader was still too far
from his platoon. Then, too, the half-track hampered, to a degree, the firing
of the two tanks behind it. The writer used this formation for several months
bus finally lined up with the tanks in front and the Infantry behind in column
and all Sogether.

This formation put all the tanks up where they could be fired and
paneuvered at will. Bach tank supported the one in front, each had its
sector to cover and op-osition quickly felt the weight of the combined fire.
Several instances occurred when a tank was hi$ but seldom did the anti-tank
weapons get more than one.

The Infantry riding as a group were in good order and could, and did,

dismount and get into action quickly on several occasions. A feat seldom,

if ever, achieved by the other formations whiech have come to the writer's

attention. >
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A great deal of ayewash has been written snd spokem about the subjeet

of riding infantry on the tanks. This was the rule in ocersain outfits., I%
was not uncommon o0 see a half dosen thoroughly uncomfortadle doughboys, often
wet, often oold, and always unhappy, olinging precariously to the deck and
sponsong of the leading sanks.

They were there ag close-in anti-tenk protection. Peculiarly, many diod-
vhen the bazooka hit. Others were killed by anti-tenx gunfire, machine gunfire
et cetera. If they hadn'y been there the tanks by using wing man tactios and
reconnaissance by fire had little or nothing to fear from dazcoka men. If yeu
vers basook-ed in an exploitation, you wers sleepingf

Of course, in a night movement, two or three doughbeys on every tank
i1s a good idea and will offer some protection to the tank when it is standing
still. Bven then they should be relieved often eo ;hat they will be alert
and energetic in playing this role.

In this advance party, vhere should the platoon lsader ride? Ia our
division and others, he rode the lead tank. As the lafe General Patton
sald, "You can't push a plece of spaghetti, you've got to pull 18", Actually,
of course, there wers several advantages, chiefly the ocnes of Offiocer prestige
and platoon morale. Howsver, it was not good fer the merale ef the platoen
1ouhr'An orew necessarily, although the writer detected a MLt of quiet swagger
eropping out in his owm. ‘

Alse, & trained Offfcer should have been able to follow a prescrided route
more u-ni. Unfortunately, shis wasn'$ alvays the cﬂu. In fast, 1t s the
writer's f£ira conviction that had the Germans tern down the sign posts, half
the Americen armor would have been lost, or at least, neticeadly slowed down.

The "Book" says the point should be » tank section, then the platoon

leader, then the other tank section. This is a good idea. It 1s sewnd sad

wrk.a'bh. %00 often when the platoon Offtcer was in the leading vehicle,
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he became embroiled in a fire fight and was too busy properly to employ his
platoon. Too dusy, in fast, to remort the situation to his compeny commander.
This was confusing, ineffectual, and time wasting oll around.

If the platoon leader was riding third he nmight have that moment or twe
in which to mske his Adispositions and tn report, before becoming locked in the
0ld 'de or die' business. |

Another advantase ir tho one of rotating the point job smong sll the |
tanks, keeing a fragh, alert ran in front. Then there is the obvious saving
in platoon officers, to train whom the government wpends certain sisadble sums.

Once the fornation or order of march i decided upon the question arises:
how should this advanor party move! In the exploitation phase speed is of
paremount importance. Spsed mekes for surprise snd saves lives and cennot
be underestimated. The fact that a swift, aggressive advence actually scves
lives in the long run is indiapusablo,_ Revertheless, there are certain methods
of movement the sdvance party can use whioch will offer a bBetter chance for
survival, while accomplishing the mission, than others.

In short, there are certain small techniques whick, if erployed meticulously,
contridvute to a fast, uninterrupted advance and minimum losses. The most
commonly overlooked of these techniques, apparent {n many of our Armored
DMvisions, was caused Dy self styled 'acgfnssivo' commandars, who in a mistakea
lugt for spead 'threv the book away'. This error whieh caused needless confusion
and actuxl loss of time was the one of allowing no distance betwesn elements
of the advance guard.

Whet occurred was this. %hen the lending element ran into falrly stiff
resistance it wns committed plecemeal, choppsd up, and a delay was oocasioned

by the resultant confusion. If there had been an interval, that is to say,
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a distance between the point, the mdvance party and the rest of the advance
€uard, the situation would have devecloped mors slevly and clearly, end the
Oomuander of each element would have had time and surce to exercise his comuﬁ
funotion and uee his troops in a deliberate, sound, tactiocal manner. Thus he
could have @ bdrought to bear the neceseary foroe cuickly to overcome the
resistance. |

Of course, the distance between elements should not be great, as one of
the precepts of orploitatioﬁ 1g to hit 'em hard and guiek. Fowever, a dlind
hammering, taking umnesessary.losses, is not a part of the art of war,
dependent, as it i3, on the tank production capacity of the home froat.

How should the point rlatoonm move? “hould it move in cclumn down the
roead at so uniform pace? This was the usuval manner in most divisions in ex-
ploitation phases. However, it is not the most intelligent end it 18 not the
f&lt‘lt{ Yurthermore, it is nct the steadlest, |

The beat -e.thod {n every asense is n movement by dounde; that is, within
the advance party. The way it has worked superbly is thist the Advance Guard
comiander (leading tank company commsnder) rides behind the point platoon at
some distance. This distance, of course, varies with the terrain, but usually
should be sight or not more than five hundred yards, ‘fhis Advance CGuard
companda- Tiden at an nven race (qfton sst by the sombat commander). He is
accompaniad by an artillery forvard observer, and paessidbly, by a forward air
gcontroller.

In front of him the point vlasoon works. The leading three tanks meving
rapidly from cover to cover under protection of the seocnd section. Grea$
speed can be obtained by making these bounds in sn alternate manner. When

resistance is me$ the Advance Cuard commender stops, sizes up the situation

and takes action immediately. There is a distance between him and the point
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and he 1s Free to employ hisz supnort intelligent.y or to by-pass obstacles
or strong points without the necessity of back-tracking and reversing the
column,

This system was employed by the writer in the latter stages of the war
during the mdvence to the Elbe River., I1I¢ was discovered that by roving thie
way the Advaincs Guard aotuslly tad to be requested to slow down by an
exceptionally fast moving Combat Commander.

YWile on the subject of movement let us coneider the method of =dvanae
enployed by thie lead pletoon. As has deen steted, the lead three tarks
move quiekly from cover to cover under the support of the other section.

By quickly is meant top speed. In sddition these moving tanks should take

what might be oalled evasive action (only, of conrse, if cortact is believed
imninent). If poseible, terrain and weather permitting, these tanks should

move abreast or in & modified wedge formation, Ususlly one on either side of the
road and one continually criss-croesing the road. The writer hee sapid they

move from cover to cover. KRaturally she dist-nce from one covered positionm

to srnother may be great, in which ocmse the length of the dound is limited to
good fire suppord from the stationary seation. Better not mike it rore than six
hundred yards. These tanks row halt suddenly and the other section moves wp
fast.

The fastest method is for the platoon leader %o pull out in front of thie
seconi section and lead it in a fast alternrte bound. The safest way is to
disploce forward successively because the forward section, while halted, has
had a chance to size up the route shead, ick the next storping place and perhaps
reconnoiter by fire. This seems 3 good place to trke up the small matter of the

use of bincculars.

Tho>wr1ter faels he c¢rn st te without fear of comtradiction shat dinooculars
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intelligently, quickly rrd craselessly used by tenk commrnders saved meny =nd
meny ¢ tenk. As is readily epparert to snyone who has tried they cennot be
employed in » mowving tank, even on the smoothert of rosds. All of which 1s one
of the greategt of priumente for wovement by bounds. A hrsty recconeissance
throvugh the lasser cavee meny = round of amnuniticn es the =lternctive is
reeonnaissance by fire. This, too, ie the re;a.aon the vriter stresses the fas$
nove and the auddgn atop. |

Berly in the writer's experience, in fact, during hie first hour or
tvo of combes, he made the discovery thet hie driver was too well tralned in
tre smooth stop., Vlien ordered to helt, he coasted to e nice, easy stop.
The writer put his dinoeulars to his eyes £s the tank slowed snd tried to
observe sheed. The vibration made this sbsolutely impossible until the vehicle
acturlly came to rest, Iuring this fifteen or tventy yeards of cossting, the
writer wrs virtuslly blind and the tank wes en essy target, not heving even the
small sdventege of reletive speed. Needless to say, it decams a part of the
driver's technirue ¢¢ halt rc sbruptly as possitle wheu commanded. |

Thie memtion of biroculars lesds nr-turally to 2 discussion of reconnsissance
in genersl. In the exploitation phese of an armored advange, speod end surpries
are essential ingredients. There will de no covering force, no reconnaisssnce
shead of tuis laading sank platoon. Fowever, if this platoon leader wants
to giva himanlf = chance for sweival, he néorta to three 3ypes of reconnaisssnce
(slwaye remembering, though, that speed and survrise are potent advanteges for
him and must not be marred by wishy-weshy, over ceutious rrogress). These
forms of reconnclissance aret use of binoculars, resonnsiseance by fire, and

psrsonal dismounted reconnaissence. Added to thews might be a fourth. This

fourth one 18 hoyond vords to descride. It ic incradible ¢ many people. ZThis
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18 the nuch sneered at "vose for Krants®, whieh xany of us delieved, and stil}
believe, ws had,

s that as 1t may, we .an discuss the more orthodox methods, The use of
binosulars hag Already been discussed to soma extent. It 1s nearly superfi.uneus
to s2y that sgrupulous care must b3 taken of them, Claaning materisl must be
handy to wipe away dust ~nd rain. There is a nics, very preciss leangth of the
neek strap., Haturally the foous settings mast de known, in faet, they uust de
instinctive. It mi:ht be mentioned here that, as he moves, the tank comm-nder
nicks his danger spots =nd as 4nun as he stops, guiekly scans sach one, then
goes hack over them again more slowlv.

%e come now to Lhat highly ocontroverai:! asubjeot: reconnailssance by fire.
On this subjest the writer had two comnlete changes of opinion. During his
first days in combat, he omplofod 1t extensivaly, Later it seemed to be
distrasting, to destroy the Qlohont‘of uur?rise. The writer degan to depend
o1 chservation. Then he gaily rode into = neat ambush Juet across the Bhine.
From there on in he fired on everything remoteiy suspicious on the ground
Shat it was German in aay case. Of gouree, the life span of tractora and othey
farm vehlclee of suspicious silhouette was shory indeed.

Vore seriously it saoeuld ve sald th-t reconnajissance by fire 1s almost
a necessity if moving steadily. It Ls sometimes a vasts of anmunition dut
" 4¢ has a deciged ndralo fuctof. It ie good for your morsle anc deeidedly
dlsturding to the otﬂer‘follow.. However, it chould be carefully contrbllod
and done intelligently. A movement by bounds, -ermittimg a good leok through
the zlasses elinminates much firing., It 1s good also to have some sert of
signal to notify those behiind that you sre merely reconnoite-ing by fird;

8ay two srort bursts fron the co-ax. If this 1sn't done some of the Infantry

behind in the half-Sracks will start shooting thirties, fifties, and rifles
-s-
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// ag everythingz in sight, theraby theroughly confusing the 1saue (which last
phross 1 a very nolite way of snving YUBAR). Cfertain oonditions call for
fire reconnaissance such as heavy woods, hedge lined roads, isolated bduildings
on the flanks and others. Tre aprmunition anpply, perticul~rly that rendily
available in the turret must not da depleted >nd in some cases mey be an
important factor restricting this nrohing fire.

The third $y7a of reconnaissance is the one most often overlocked by
tank officers. That 1a the dismounted psrsonal reconnaisaance. Often there
wosn't time. Hore often the vriter 1s inolined to believe it was mercly an
uawillingness to leave tha* steel shell and expose one's person in that lonely,
lonely and 20 very quiet no-mans land. Drawing agrin from hie own exverience,
the writer became a believer on the third of iugust, 1944 when in Yvre, Freonce
he turned a right angle corner in & narrov street and c-ome face to fsece with a
MK I¥ tank at the ridiculous rarge of thirty yarde., The tonk was munned and
obviously waiting. Thenks to p gunner who needed dn urging noy even a com:=nd,
the writer is presently sble to peh this peoper.

Therearter, the writer dismounted rud took a peek whanever it srnmed
fndicated. It 1= Detter tr sresk » peek over the crest of a hill and arcund
the cornsr thar to barge over or around with a tank. You esn stretch your
luck =t «o fer! .

Much has been sald sbeut contrel., Cortrol of the 1nd1v1du§1 tark, the
platoon =2nd the com;any. rtrst‘thlngs mst come first. Until one is adhle to

_ gontrol » tank almost as readily as = good ridnf confrol- a horee, he is not
ready for the decignation, Tanker. This control is by interphone dbut that
doeen't tell the whole story. First there must de a aystem, & code, = atandard
procedure. Incidentally thi: sknuld be standard in the platoon ané th» company
et least. Actually it should be standard thronghou£ the Armored Yorces.
Coupled with this procedure are certain other factors less tangidle but lalniy
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bgiéd\on & close underatnnd{pg of ezch cther by the commarder and driver.

-Tbis'obvibusly con only'be echieved through long practice and, vhil§ highly

desiradle, is not necessary as Iong 89 thers is & standard procedure.  That
thie procedure pays off was eviﬂonced to the writer during the recent nin-

undexstaading in Furope vhen. bocnune of breakdoWns and losses, 1t was nocessary

. for him to fight with seven entirely different crevs for varying short periods.

Once this control of the individual tank is achisved (incidentally 1%
involves set procedures betvacn’the turret crew methra,aa woll, (a gesture
or a poke or a slap is quicker than“tho,interphgno)‘we move into gontrol of the
section =nd plntoon. XYor apeed »nd sase hand and arm signals ﬁre a musﬁ‘and
nrd'qnly limited by the intelligence, state of training and ingeauity of the

peaple involved. _Ahoeher factor vhich makea thesa signals a neéassity 1s the

conatant radile failuro This ever present failure was dus not $o desism dut

"~ to the tremendous ahn;n it wau necessary to give the tank radios in pursu!t

operations. Theyr varv llrnod on constantly and no timo was ava&lqbls !or
aaintenance.

Closely conplod vlﬁh hand and arm aignale was the ss®ding up of simplo 3

w >\but rizid standerd oporatinp proc-dures.f Some of these were simple plays '

. ;lotothing lixe the plays usod in foothall. Othere were the sectors of
Vﬁirtlp0nixbllltV. Xegh tk colnand.r had his own snA stuek to 18. A system

: the writer employod involvo& hls tanh and the first sectiom. Vhron he haltoa’qr ‘

" sigoalled a halt, the #2 tenk !umeuallv pulled up abreast, if possible, and

on. ihe right and 1nmodiately ncannad in that direction. The #3 \ank'porforlod

. ,'Jin 11ke fashion on the Lefs. %hs following ssction took the ro.poaubuuy

*for ths extrene right and left flanks and'propared to move in either dlrestiom

“apon receiving a signal.
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Cornocted wvith thie is a leeson ve loarned tbroush bitter experience.

‘ The Germ-r. antiotank o, henevar gonsihlo. were sited to de mntually
suzporting and degigned‘to suck oazo in, gbat ie to say, to monnl—trap the
unwary. At first wkils using the gystem auflined‘abévq the‘#e and #3 tanks
would pull iﬁto thei: positions in good style. novover..if ;he‘platbon leader
wgs firing o his iront their aitention natu}ally viag a€;racted ﬁnd_wifhcut
ordier they began to Yire =zt targets to the front. Sowé of cur e(ylﬂ then got

"knocked out by fire from the flavks - the wordt part of wh'ch vEs the zact
that no onc saw vhers th?:nhot. canaAfrom, Thie oxpfriance_msce 1t necessary
for the "2 and‘#J'ﬁank cbnméndert te ignore the front and to.ccVor tb?ir own

' areas. laturally they glanced quickly every moment or two towards tbe pletoen _

j‘leager for orders but rigidly ooverbd the rector foy which uhey vere regponsihla. _flf

It cen be ealu that control wwthin the platoon dopends on zany tripge. |

Bxpexiunce end practice, of conree, Fre the baut wnyh of devaloping this cOntrol. w:‘;

, ;. Then there ic he mmthod of covtrol often listed ss trc final reaor* in the

texte. This is nsually.referred to as 'exaupla cf the "ommander'. Yothing
can teife the plece of him ﬁatbod. Fowever. it will have no affact unleas the 4'.~:w
Oommaﬁdnr hes néﬁicvn& are utatibm for 1rte;tigen(e. for nkill an& haa bepn  'i
abtle to inculca*o 1n hts people an unswerving edd for onn. one for all cpirit.-s-~' 
While the writer dnezn't neeesnarily adwocat» this pcliqy for unltn 1gr¢nr thll
a platoon, he is onvlnced that nothing ahort of unnunliflad renpcct wlll ao.

_ If coupled uith thilrrespeut. ho cnn gtnarato a spirit of abaolute. u&ter colrtﬁo- :

ship ‘his path will be aaatdr; hia ckanCtr for ruCEasn zhﬂn w!ll be fost liksly. i

The teck platoon 1eader is fzced vith a citnatidn uniquo Among officers.
Each erev has five men. - Re is part of the ~rew of hisg tank, Ctwiouely »s a

tank cowrander he has many menial, urely physilcel Zutles to perform. He:inlt

help with the refueling. He must clean guns. He sust help change tracks.
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He stands guard duty in combat. It is necessary for him not only %o pcrton
these duties but he must do them expertly. He cannot ever exhibit fuar,forépo'
must zealously guard the morale of his men. Uluring an exploitation when uenxi
and machines are pnéhsd to ths 1imit, his job is rultiplied many times. Thau§
are the times when his good nature csmno$, even momeniarily, fﬁil. All tgie
can be accomplished easily if the leader has » genuins affection for his
men and thoroughly understands t;eir waskaesd and their strength and resvects
their inherent nobility.

Tris paper hes no footnotes, no references but it 1s‘the result of one .
man's research, his trials aﬁﬁ errors and the trials and errors of many others

who are now represented by a white orocu'sonewhore in Burope.
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