The Untold Story of the First American Tank
Battles in World War Il: Heroes, Challenges,
and Triumph

When we think of World War 1l, images of intense aerial dogfights and ground
troops storming beaches often dominate our memories. However, one crucial
element that played a significant role in the Allied victory was the American tank
battalions. The contribution of these armored behemoths during the early stages
of the war cannot be underestimated, as they paved the way for subsequent
operations and changed the course of history. In this article, we delve into the

untold story of the first American tank battles of World War 11.

Tank Warfare: A New Era in the Modern Battlefield

As World War Il erupted across the globe, the use of tanks presented a significant
leap in military technology. These massive machines, capable of maneuvering
through tough terrains and delivering deadly firepower, were poised to become
game-changers. Recognizing their immense potential, the United States
embarked on a journey to bolster their tank divisions, ensuring they would be a

force to be reckoned with.

The first American tank battles took place in Europe, primarily in the North African
Campaign, where the Allies struggled to push back the forces of the formidable
German Afrika Korps led by General Erwin Rommel. This was a crucial turning
point for American forces, as it highlighted both their strengths and weaknesses

in armored warfare.
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The Battle of Kasserine Pass: A Rude Awakening

The initial American foray into tank battles occurred in the Battle of Kasserine
Pass in February 1943. It was the first large-scale encounter between the U.S.
Army and the German forces, and it served as a wake-up call for the

inexperienced American tank crews.

Both the terrain and the ruthless tactics employed by the German army exposed
the vulnerabilities of American tanks. Outdated equipment, limited coordination,
and a lack of combat experience led to devastating losses for the Americans.
However, this defeat prompted crucial lessons to be learned, ultimately paving

the way for future successes.

Absolute Triumph: The Battle of El Guettar

With a deep determination, American tank crews underwent substantial training
and equipment upgrades following the setbacks at Kasserine Pass. Their
resilience would be put to the test in the Battle of El Guettar in March 1943,

where the tables were finally turned.
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Armed with a new level of confidence, American tanks rolled into the battlefield
and showcased their ability to outmaneuver and outgun the German tanks. The
coordinated efforts between tank units and infantry, coupled with high morale, led
to a resounding victory for the Americans. The tide had turned, and the era of

American tank superiority began to take shape.

Beyond North Africa: The American Tank Battalions Spread Their
Wings

The success at El Guettar marked a pivotal moment for American tank battalions.
Their increasing confidence and combat experience soon saw them deployed in

other theaters of war, including the Italian Campaign and the Pacific Theater.

In Italy, the Americans faced the challenging terrain of the Italian Peninsula as
they battled against entrenched Nazi forces. The application of lessons learned in
North Africa allowed American tanks to provide critical support to infantry and

successfully neutralize German strongholds.

Meanwhile, in the Pacific, American tanks played a central role in the island-
hopping strategy. From Guadalcanal to lwo Jima, these tanks offered not only
firepower but also crucial protection for the advancing Marines. Their presence on
the battlefield bolstered the chances of victory and significantly shortened the

duration of the conflict in the Pacific.

The Legacy of American Tank Battalions in World War i

The first American tank battles of World War Il serve as a testament to the
adaptability and resilience of American soldiers and their ability to learn from their
mistakes. The initial setbacks at Kasserine Pass became the catalyst for
continuous improvement and ultimately led to the triumphs seen in El Guettar and

beyond.



The bravery and skill of American tank crews, often facing overwhelming odds,
played a crucial role in the Allied victory. They spearheaded assaults, provided
cover fire, and became the backbone of the ground offensive. Their contribution
in changing the course of the war cannot be overlooked, and their legacy remains

an integral part of World War Il history.

Remembering the Heroes: Honoring Those Who Paved the Way

As we reflect on the first American tank battles of World War Il, it is essential to
honor the men and women who put their lives on the line. These individuals, who
often faced unimaginable challenges, played an indispensable part in shaping the

world we live in today.

We will continue to remember and pay homage to these unsung heroes, ensuring

that their exceptional bravery and sacrifice are acknowledged for generations to

come.
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The American Provisional Tank Group had been in the Philippines only three

weeks when the Japanese attacked the islands hours after the raid on Pearl
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Harbor. One of the tankmen parked his half-track on a runway and shot down a
Japanese Zero that day, but the group’s first tank-on-tank action — indeed the first
American armor battle of World War Il — would come two weeks later. Sent north
to meet the Japanese landings in Lingayen Gulf, the men of the group, still
learning their way around an M3 tank, found themselves thrust into a critical role
when the Philippine Army could not hold back the Japanese. The next day,
General MacArthur ordered the retreat to Bataan, and over the next two weeks,
the PTG, proving itself indispensable, formed a blocking force to cover the retreat
and dealt the enemy tanks such a defeat that the Japanese would be timid with

their armor for the rest of the campaign.

During January, February, and March 1942, the light tanks of the PTG patrolled
Bataan’s beaches and, in a new role for tanks, encircled and destroyed Japanese
penetrations and small amphibious landings; these tactics would be used by
other units later in the war. By April the situation had become untenable, and
15,000 Americans, along with 60,000 Filipinos, surrendered in one of the worst
defeats in U.S. military history. The Provisional Tank Group ceased to exist, and
its men endured the Bataan Death March, the torture and starvation of POW
camps, the hell ships that took them to Japan and Manchuria for slave labor, and
the Palawan massacre (where prisoners were lit on fire by the Japanese). By the

end of the war, only half the PTG’s men were alive.

The 1941-42 campaign in the Philippines has taken a backseat in the popular
historical imagination to what came after — the Death March, the prison camps,
the rescue attempts — and the role of tanks in that campaign has been largely
ignored, in no small part because American field commander Jonathan
Wainwright was an ex-cavalryman who did not like tanks and gave them short
shrift in his postwar writings. In an evocatively written book that conjures the

sights, sounds, and smells of battle in the Philippines, Caldwell restores tanks to



their rightful place in the history of this campaign while also giving attention to the
horrors that followed. He has conducted impressive primary research to bring to
life the short but noteworthy combat history of the Provisional Tank Group, and he
has dug even deeper to tell the stories of the individuals who did the fighting,
selecting soldiers from each of the group’s six companies and recounting,
throughout the book, the entire arc of their service, from enlistment, training, and
combat to imprisonment, liberation, and return home. It gives the book strong

human-interest threads to follow from the first chapter to the last.
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