


THE MALMEDY TRIALS

By Willi Weiss, July 2011

In the course of the offensive in the Ardennes, a spearhead of the Kampfgruppe Peiper 
shot up an American truck column at a road junction south of Malmedy. It was established 
later that this was an observer unit without war experience. The surviving soldiers surren-
dered, and the spearhead continued its advance. The newly captured prisoners were given 
the famous hand signal „proceed to the rear“ and left to their fate. Because of the difficult 
terrain, it was impossible to establish radio contact with the main body of the Kampfgrup-
pe following behind. The main body, when spotting the truck column, opened fire again. 
This caused, regrettably, further losses.
This occurrence, described here briefly and difficult to prevent in mobile warfare, led to 
charges of murder against seventy-four members of the LAH from the Supreme Com-
mander of the Army, through the Commanding General, to the loader. The accused were 
subjected to inhuman interrogation and investigation procedures at the Schwaebisch-Hall 
penitentiary. After psychological pressure lasting for weeks, with tricks of all kinds, fake 
court proceedings, even fake executions, confessions were extorted by the American in-
vestigating authorities. 
During the trial itself, the freedom of action of the defense was greatly curtailed. All this 
led to forty-three death sentences and thirty-one sentences to terms in prison. After the 
public was successfully alerted, three consecutive American commissions investigated 
these proceedings, in particular the methods of interrogation and investigation used at 
Schwaebisch-Hall.
Finally, and not the least based on the extraordinary efforts of the American chief defense 
counsel, Colonel Everett, the court decisions were changed so that the last of these sol-
diers was released from prison ten years later.
Panzer commander Karl Wortmann and his Flak-Panzer formed part of „Kampfgruppe 
Peiper“ and lived through the surprise attack. He experienced the encirclement of La 
Gleize and reached, after the loss of all Panzers and vehicles, the assembly area at St. Vith 
after a forced march across the hills of the Ardennes. 



Here is his battle report:

On December 15, 1944, late in the afternoon, when the armored units of the Leibstandarte 
had made camp close to the front lines in the woods of Hallschlag and Losheim, the lea-
ders of the units were briefed on the impending plan to attack. Up to that time movements 
of troops took place very quietly and only at night, and the start of the attack was kept a 
strict secret. Only the soldiers of the spearheads were informed during the same day, the 
other units heard about it only a few days later.

The Oberbefehlshaber (Supreme Commander) West, Generalfeldmarschall von Runds-
tedt issued the following orders of the day to the attack troops:

„Soldiers of the Western Front! Your finest hour has arrived! Strong assault armies are 
today lined up against the Anglo-Americans. I need not tell you anything else. You all feel 
it: This is the decisive action! Carry inside you the solemn commitment to offer your all 
and to perform superhumanly, for our fatherland and our Fuhrer!“

The 1. SS-Panzer-Division Leibstandarte SS „Adolf Hitler,“ together with the 12. SS-Pan-
zer-Division „Hitlerjugend,“ the 12. and 277. Infantry-Divisions and the 3. Fallschirm-
jaegerdivision (paratroopers) were part of the I. SS-Panzerkorps that was lead by SS-
Gruppenfuhrer and Generalleutnant of the Waffen-SS, Hermann Priess. Together with two 
other corps it formed the 6. SS-Panzerarmee under the supreme command of SS-Oberst-
gruppenfuhrer and Generaloberst (four-star general) Sepp Dietrich. Darkness, fog, and a 
light snowfall marked the early morning of December 16, 1944. At 5:30 A.M., German 
artillery made the earth tremble from Monschau to Echternach and all of the Western 
Front awoke.
Thousands and thousands of soldiers on both sides watched an eerie display of fire. The 
Western Allies had long since thought that the military power of the Germans was bro-
ken. The concentrated sustained fire of our heavy weapons raining down on them was to 
change that perception. The signal for all of the Western Front was given; the hour of the 
attack had arrived! There were certainly only a few German soldiers at this front who did 
not perceive at that moment that the last large-scale battle of the Second World War had 
begun. That was the last attempt, the last effort, and, with an immense expenditure of men 
and materiel, also the last venture of the German command.
Kampfgruppe Peiper, which included a Panzer-Flak company under the command of 
Obersturmfuhrer Voler, was at the point of the thrust by the SS-Panzerkorps. 

The following report describes the action of the Kampfgruppe:

Eight Panzers of the Flak company were a part of Kampfgruppe Peiper, which had been 
set up especially for this action. The 6. Panzerarmee stood on the right flank of Heeres-
gruppe B (army group) from Monschau all the way to Losheimergraben. The 7. Army was 
the left wing of the Heeresgruppe and the 5. Panzerarmee formed the center. The attack 
objectives of this offensive were far-reaching and included the destruction of the enemy 



north of a straight line Bastogne-Brussels-Antwerp. The front line of the enemy was to be 
broken through at suitable points.
The Maas River bridges near Liege, and securing them, were the first main objective of 
the 6. Panzerarmee. At the same time, a strong defensive front was to be formed to the 
north. Further objectives in the second attack sector were the Albert Canal and the area 
north of Antwerp.
It was an accepted fact that the setting of these objectives put too great a demand on the 
army and could have only been carried out successfully if the element of surprise, which 
formed part of the plan, was brought into play. The Panzer-regiment had moved into posi-
tion under cover of the night and was in readiness. Long columns of Panzers and armored 
vehicles stood on the paths in the woods of the Eifel mountains.

Four Flak-Panzers, two equipped with the 3.7-cm gun and two with the four-barrel Flak 
guns, were at the point of the column. The other four were located in the rear third of the 
group. Daylight came slowly. A new, rough, winter day began on December 16, 1944. 
During the first assault units of the 3. Fallschirmjagerdivision, together with grenadiers of 
the 12. Volks-Grenadier-Division (people‘s grenadiers), overran the lines of the American 
units. American troops positioned there, along with their leadership, were completely sur-
prised. Kampfgruppe Peiper, a mixed group of two Panther companies, Panzer-Flak com-
panies, the 3. and 9. Panzerpionier companies, SS-Tiger-Abteilung 501, the III. Schutzen-
panzerwagen (armored personnel carriers) battalion of SS-Panzer-Grenadier-Regiment 2, 
and parts of the 2. SS-Panzer-Artillery-Regiment, had as its objective, within the frame-
work of the division, to reach the Maas River in no more than forty-eight hours. There, it 
was to form a bridgehead and keep the route of advance open for the division following 
behind. First, however, it was necessary to gain space so that the Kampfgruppe could 
move properly. One of the big problems turned out to be that only few of the roads were 
suitable for our armored vehicles. The roads were frequendy clogged, which hindered 
the advance. Dirt roads could hardly be used as an alternative since they were soft and 
muddy.
After overcoming these first obstacles, the Kampfgruppe began ist move, pushing spee-
dily ahead. In the first town occupied by the enemy, Lanzerath, it encountered German 
paratroopers fighting there and supported these until the Americans were overcome. After 
this battle, the paratroopers climbed on the Panzers and rode forward. Some Panzers dro-
ve onto mines. These had not been laid by the retreating Americans but by German units 
withdrawing to the Westwall the previous fall.
Snow-covered terrain lay ahead of the Kampfgruppe in the early morning hours of Decem-
ber 17. The crews had spent the entire night in their Panzers and armored vehicles. A path 
through the woods leading from Lanzerath to the railroad station, located outside of the 
village, showed the fresh tracks made by the armored vehicles of the vanguard.
The main body followed a few minutes later. American soldiers were seen on both sides 
of the path. They fired machine guns and other light weapons at the moving column. A 
few bursts from the four-barreled Flak forced them to flee farther into the woods. Mortar 
shells were a little more uncomfortable as they hit the ground close to the Panzers. The 
powder snow, thrown up by their explosions, obscured visibility for seconds at a time. 



Heavy enemy antitank fire came from the railroad station. It was silenced by the Panzers 
at the point.
After a few kilometers without enemy contact, the village of Honsfeld lay ahead of us. 
Because of its narrow streets, we had to reduce our speed. The long column split up at 
the entrance to the village, planning to rejoin later. The first four Flak-Panzers formed the 
spearhead of the column and entered the village along the main street. A sharp bend forced 
an even further reduction in speed. Parts of two buildings, facing each other at an angle 
and projecting onto the road, obscured forward visibility almost completely. Suddenly, a 
flash!‚-A loud bang! The first Flak-Panzer was hit. It continued to roll ahead for a short 
distance before it came to a stop. At the same moment came a second shot and the shell hit 
the second Flak-Panzer. It, too, was immobilized after a few meters.
The following vehicles were blocked. The commander of the third Flak-Panzer Unter-
scharfuhrer Karl Wortmann, saw the muzzle flash of the next shot at very close range. He 
tried to get by the two knocked-out Panzers and fired his four-barrel Flak in the direction 
of the enemy gun while moving. The firing stopped. The stalled column resumed its 
movement.
In the center of town a heavy firefight broke out. From skylights and windows of the upper 
stories the Americans fired into the armored personnel carriers of the 3. Pionier-Company, 
which were open at the top.
Returning the fire started heavy house-to-house and close-in combat. The Americans, 
completely surprised, used anything at all for cover. They sought safety in stables, barns, 
cellars, and any rooms available in the houses. Use of the two four-barrel Flaks had the 
desired effect. With white sheets and hands in the air, the shaking Americans came out 
from the houses and their hiding places and became prisoners. The number of dead and 
wounded on both sides was considerable.

Only after the firefight was over did the crews of the two mobile Flak-Panzers find the 
time to worry about the fate of their comrades in the knocked-out Panzers. They could not 
make out what damage the two hits had caused and whether there were dead in addition 
to the critically,wounded. In addition to the regular crews, the company chief, Obersturm-
fuehrer Vogler, had been in the first Panzer, and the second in command of the I. Zug 
(platoon), Hauptscharfuhrer (first sergeant) Schroder, in the second. Both of them, and the 
two crews, could not take part in the further advance.
As it turned out, the American Pak had knocked out the two Flak-Panzers from a distance 
of approximately fifty meters. The enemy Pak still sat there, abandoned. Only its muzzle 
stuck out a little from a brier hedge, pointing unmovingly toward the bend in the village 
street. The gun could hardly be moved horizontally and was served from a house entrance. 
After they had come under fire from the four-barrel Flak, the four-man crew fled into the 
cellar of the house where they sought cover together with other Americans. The whole 
house was full of Americans, many of whom tried to flee through the windows in the rear 
of the house.
The advance continued in the direction of Buellingen. There was another unplanned halt 
at the exit of the town of Honsfeld. Movements were spotted behind the big old tombsto-
nes in the cemetery to the right of the road. Were they Americans? No! Fifteen to eighteen 



men in American uniforms approached. They touched their helmets or chests. During the 
briefing on the attack plans the German soldiers were informed that groups or individual 
soldiers in American uniforms who make these motions as a sign recognition will be men 
who belong to „Operation Greif (griffin). All members of this elite German group were 
familiar with American customs, spoke English fluently, and were equipped with Ameri-
can weapons, materiel, and vehicles. They were part of Obersturmbannfuhrer Skorzeny‘s 
Panzer-Brigade 150.
The group that had shown up here reported that they had spent the entire night cowering 
behind the tombstones. They rode on our Panzers to Buellingen, where the vanguard and 
the other half of the column encountered strong enemy resistance. Before that, a small 
field airstrip with a few light aircraft was captured. After the end of the local fighting, the 
Kampfgruppe was in a position to refuel with captured gasoline and to take on captured 
food supplies. American prisoners were transported to an assembly camp. Kampfgruppe 
Peiper continued to roll toward ist objectives.
These objectives could not be reached in accordance with the timetable planned before 
the start of the offensive. The fighting that had occurred, the poor road conditions, and the 
extra use of fuel caused by having to detour around towns could not be properly predicted. 
Thus, the Kampfgruppe encountered strong enemy resistance just after leaving Buellin-
gen and had to make another long detour. The conditions of the streets and dirt roads of 
the small villages of Schoppen, Thirimont, and Ondenva were not favorable for driving 
for heavy Panzers, and this caused a great loss of time.
Around noon, the Panzers at the point sighted, at a road junction, a long American co-
lumn of vehicles that was moving from Malmedy in the direction of Engelsdorf. From a 
distance of some 400 meters, some Panzers opened fire. The shells were meant only to 
cause alarm and not to hit the vehicles. It might have been a column of fuel tankers, which 
would  have been a welcome booty. Most of the shells went over the vehicles and explo-
ded in open terrain or close to the adjoining woods, which was the direction in which a 
number of Americans who had hastily abandoned their vehicles ran, seeking cover in the 
nearby woods.
The Kampfgruppe approached the junction and turned in the direction of Engelskirchen. 
Some of the American trucks had rolled into the ditch or against the trees along the road. 
The doors of the vehicles were wide open, and the majority of the American soldiers were 
taken prisoner. As stated in orders from the beginning, the group of Panzers, was not to 
stop anywhere so that it would reach its planned objective as quickly as possible. The 
clearing of the towns and the gathering of pris-oners were to be left to the infantry units 
following behind. Therefore, the assembled prisoners were virtually without guard after 
the Panzers had moved on. However, because of the bad roads and the chaotic traffic, the 
infantry could not quickly follow the Panzer unit. A portion of the prisoners took advan-
tage of this situation and picked up their weapons again as the following German troops 
approached. Thus, fighting again ensued.
Only a few Americans succeeded in making their way to their unit in Malmedy, where 
they reported on the events at the junction near Baugnez. The Armed Forces radio station 
„Calais“ made it into a news item and reported wrongly that troops of the Leibstandarte 
SS „Adolf Hitler“ had shot American soldiers who were about to surrender or had already 



surrendered in the vicinity of Malmedy. When Oberstgruppenfuhrer Sepp Dietrich heard 
of this report on the German language enemy radio station, he immediately ordered an 
investigation of the event.
All the findings he received confirmed without a doubt that it had been purely a matter of 
combat action, and that there was no question of shootings.
The advance of the Kampfgruppe continued to Engelsdorf, where an American staff was 
located in a big hotel. The Americans were so surprised at the sudden appearance of the 
German Panzers that they abandoned everything. Some of them did not even have time 
to put on their jackets as they tried to flee by the rear exits of the hotel. They did not get 
very far before they were taken prisoner and, in their own vehicles, were taken along on 
the continuation of the advance.
One of the Panzers at the point was knocked out by an immobilized Sherman, which 
sat, unnoticed, on a side road at the entrance to the town where the winding road went 
downhill. An undesirable delay at Engelsdorf was caused when some of the Panzers at the 
point encountered strong resistance and were forced to turn around. Insurmountable road 
conditions also contributed to this. The only possibility left was to continue the advance 
through the narrow valley of the Ambleve River.
The bridge across the river at Stavelot was reached during the night of December 18. 
There was a question whether the old stone bridge could carry the Panzers. After some 
hours of bitter fighting for this bridge, the Panzers rolled carefully across it and into the 
city. Dangerous situations occurred in the narrow streets, and bitter close combat took 
place. The main objective was to open the road to Trois-Ponts, the next town, in order 
to continue the advance. A reconnaissance unit of the Leibstandarte, which followed the 
Kampfgruppe at a distance, found the bridge again occupied by the enemy. It had to be 
cleared once more.
This bridge and the town continued to be an obstacle to the units following behind, as they 
were to the other four Flak-Panzers of our company. 
At around noon, Kampfgruppe Peiper reached Trois-Ponts, a charming town, named after 
its three bridges. Behind the railroad viaduct sat a well-camouflaged American antitank 
gun that knocked out a few Panzers at the point of the column. At the very moment the 
enemy gun was destroyed, courageous American engineers blew up the bridges across 
the Ambleve and Salm Rivers. With this, the way to the Maas River was also blocked. 
Deciding quickly, Obersturmbannfuhrer Peiper gave the order for another detour via Ta 
Gleize. For a while there was no fighting. However, when the group of Panzers pushed 
toward Werbomont, it was attacked, for the first time, by enemy aircraft just before the 
small village of Cheneux.

FLAK-PANZER SAVE THE KAMPFGRUPPE PEIPER FROM SIGNIFICANT LOSSES

The foggy, wintery drab weather brightened a litde 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 exten-
sive 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 for-
mation, 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 Ame-
ricans 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 Ameri-
can prisoners were housed in the nearby casde of Froid Cour. Litde by litde 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 Decem-
ber 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, Obersturm-
bannfuhrer 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 Kampf-
gruppe were allowed to rest and recuperate in the villages of Ober- and Nieder-Emmels 
until the end of the year. Kampfgruppe Peiper was disbanded.


