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Foreword

During most of the eleven months between D-day and V-E day in
Europe, the U.S. Army was carrying on highly successful offensive opera-
tions. As a consequence, the American soldier was buoyed with success,
imbued with the idea that his enemy could not strike him a really heavy
counterblow, and sustained by the conviction that the war was nearly won.
Then, unbelievably, and under the goad of Hitler’s fanaticism, the German
Army launched its powerful counteroffensive in the Ardennes in December
1944 with the design of knifing through the Allied armies and forcing a
negotiated peace. The mettle of the American soldier was tested in the
fires of adversity and the quality of his response earned for him the right
to stand shoulder to shoulder with his forebears of Valley Forge, Fredericks-
burg, and the Marne.

This is the story of how the Germans planned and executed their
offensive. It is the story of how the high command, American and British,
reacted to defeat the German plan once the reality of a German offensive
was accepted. But most of all it is the story of the American fighting man
and the manner in which he fought a myriad of small defensive battles
until the torrent of the German attack was slowed and diverted, its force
dissipated and finally spent. It is the story of squads, platoons, companies,
and even conglomerate scratch groups that fought with courage, with
fortitude, with sheer obstinacy, often without information or communica-
tions or the knowledge of the whereabouts of friends. In less than a fortnight
the enemy was stopped and the Americans were preparing to resume the
offensive. While Bastogne has become the symbol of this obstinate, gallant,
and successful defense, this work appropriately emphasizes the crucial
significance of early American success in containing the attack by holding
firmly on its northern and southern shoulders and by upsetting the enemy
timetable at St. Vith and a dozen lesser known but important and decisive
battlefields.

The hard fighting that preceded the Battle of the Bulge has been re-
counted in two volumes, The Siegfried Line Campaign, and Dr. Cole’s
own earlier work, The Lorraine Campaign. Events after it will be related
in The Last Offensive, now in preparation. Two other volumes in this
subseries, The Supreme Command and Logistical Support of the Armies,
Volume II, are useful supplements to the Ardennes volume.
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In re-creating the Ardennes battle, the author has penetrated “the fog
of war” as well as any historian can hope to do. No other volume of this
series treats as thoroughly or as well the teamwork of the combined arms—
infantry and armor, artillery and air, combat engineer and tank destroyer—
or portrays as vividly the starkness of small unit combat. Every thoughtful
student of military history, but most especially the student of small unit
tactics, should find the reading of Dr. Cole’s work a rewarding experience.

Washington, D.C. HAL C. PATTISON
15 June 1964 Brigadier General, USA
Chief of Military History
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Preface

This volume deals with the crucial period of the campaign conducted
in the Belgian Ardennes and Luxembourg, generally known as the Battle
of the Bulge. Although the German planning described herein antedates
the opening gun by several weeks, the story of the combat operations begins
on 16 December 1944. By 3 January 1945 the German counteroffensive
was at an end, and on that date the Allies commenced an attack that would
take them across the Rhine and into Germany. The last phase of operations
in the Ardennes, therefore, is properly part and parcel of the final Allied
offensive in Europe, and so the course of battle beginning on 3 January
1945 is described in another and final volume of this subseries.

The problem of the level of treatment is always difficult in the organiza-
tion and writing of the general staff type of history, which is the design of
this volume. In describing a war of movement, the solution usually has
been to concentrate on tactical units smaller than those normally treated
when the war of position obtains. Thus the French General Staff history
of the summer offensive in 1918 abruptly descends from the army corps
to the regiment as the appropriate tactical unit to be traced through this
period of mobile operations. The story of the Ardennes Campaign is even
more difficult to organize because of the disappearance, in the first hours,
of a homogeneous front. Churchill’s dictum that the historian’s task is “to
allot proportion to human events” applies in this instance, although there
are limits to the amount of expansion or contraction permissible. Thus the
reader is introduced on 16 December 1944 to battles fought by companies
and platoons because they are meaningful and because the relative impor-
tance of these actions is as great as operations conducted by regiments or
even divisions later in the story. As the American front congeals and a
larger measure of tactical control is regained, the narrative follows bat-
talions, then regiments, and then divisions. The building blocks, however,
are the battalion and the regiment. In U.S. Army practice during the war
in western Europe, the battalion was in organization and doctrine the basic
unit, with both tactical and administrative functions. The regiment, in
turn, when organized as a regimental combat team was the basic maneuver
element combining the arms and having staying power. Also, the regiment
was the lowest infantry unit to have a name and a history with which
the soldier could, and did, identify himself.
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The Ardennes battle normally was “fought,” in the sense of exercising
decisive command and directing operations, by the corps commander. The
span of tactical control in these widely dispersed actions simply was
beyond the physical grasp of higher commanders. These higher commanders
could “influence” the battle only by outlining (in very general terms) the
scheme of maneuver, allocating reserves, and exercising whatever moral
suasion they personally could bring to bear. In other words, “tactics came
before strategy,” as Ludendorff wrote of the March offensive in 1918.

For the early days of the Ardennes Campaign the narrative opens each
successive stage of the account by a look at the enemy side of the hill. This,
in fact, is mandatory if the story is to have cohesion and meaning because
the Germans possessed the initiative and because the American forces were
simply reacting to the enemy maneuvers. The account in later chapters
shifts to the American camp in accordance with the measure to which the
American forces had regained operational freedom.

This volume represents the most exhaustive collection of personal
memoirs by leading participants ever attempted for a general staff history
of a major campaign. The memoirs take two forms: interviews with
American participants shortly after the action described, and written ac-
counts prepared immediately after the end of World War II by the German
officers who took part in the Ardennes Campaign. The use of the combat
interview in the European Theater of Operations was organized by Col.
William A. Ganoe, theater historian, but the specific initiation of an in-
tensive effort to cover the Ardennes story while the battle itself was in
progress must be credited to Col. S. L. A. Marshall. The enlistment of the
German participants in the Ardennes, first as involuntary then as voluntary
historians, was begun by Colonel Marshall and Capt. Kenneth Hechler,
then developed into a fully organized research program by Col. Harold
Potter, who was assisted by a very able group of young officers, notably
Captains Howard Hudson, Frank Mahin, and James Scoggins.

The story of the logistics involved in the American operations is treated
at length and in perceptive fashion by Roland G. Ruppenthal, Logistical
Support of the Armies, in two volumes of this subseries. In the main,
therefore, the present volume confines itself to the logistical problems of
the German armies. Readers interested in following the course of Allied
relationships at high levels of command, and particularly the operations of
Allied intelligence on the eve of the German offensive, are referred to
Forrest C. Pogue’s The Supreme Command, another volume in this series.
Unfortunately the interest of the United States Air Forces in tactical support
of ground operations was on the wane in the period after World War 11
and, as a result, a detailed air force history of air-ground co-operation dur-
ing the battle of the Ardennes remains to be written. To introduce in full
the effects of the tactical role played by Allied air power during the ground
operations here described would require a volume twice the size of this
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one. I have tried, however, to keep the role of the air constantly before the
reader, even though the specific actor often is anonymous,

As in my previous volume in the European subseries an attempt is
made to include all awards of the Medal of Honor and the Distinguished
Service Cross. The reader will recognize that deeds of valor do not neces-
sarily coincide with the focal point of a particular action, as this is selectively
seen and described by the historian; so it has been necessary to relegate
to the footnotes and cover in very cursory fashion many of these individual
acts of gallantry.

The reader will find no reference to “lessons learned.” This is not
because the history of the Ardennes Campaign is so antique as to lack a
useful application to modern military thought or planning for the future.
On the contrary, the operations in the Ardennes show in real life tactical
forms and formations which (in such things as dispersal, gaps between units,
counterattack doctrine, widths of front, and fluidity of movement) are com-
parable to those taught by current Army doctrine and envisaged for the
future. Nonetheless, the most valuable lessons which might be derived from
the study of this campaign would lead inevitably to a consideration of speécial
weapons effects and their impact on military operations, which in turn would
result in a restrictive security classification for the volume. I hope, however,
- that the Army service schools will find it fruitful to make the extrapolation
that cannot be made here.

The maps consulted by the author were those in use at the end of 1944.
They include the U.S. Army reproductions of the maps prepared by the
British Geographical Section, General Staff, in the 1:25,000 series (G.S.,
G.S. 4041), the 1:50,000 series (G.S., G.S. 4040), and the 1:100,000 series
(G.S., G.S. 4336 and 4416) . The most useful German map proved to be
the 1:200,000 Strassenkarte von Belgien, a copy of the French Michelin
road map, issued to German troops as early as 1940 and, in an English
version, used by American armored units. Some of the terrain in question
is familiar to me, but this personal knowledge has been augmented by an
extensive use of photographs. Shortly after World War II pilots of the
45th Reconnaissance Squadron, USAF, under the supervision of Maj. John
C. Hatlem, flew photographic missions designated by the author, over
terrain in Luxembourg and Belgium. In addition some special ground
photographs were made. The total collection numbers two hundred and
sixteen photographs and has proved invaluable in writing this story.

References to clock time are on the twenty-four hour system. Fortu-
nately for the reader (and the writer), the Allies converted to British
summer time on 17 September 1944 and the Germans went back to middle
European time on 2 October 1944; as a result both forces used the same
clock time in the Ardennes. Sunrise on 16 December 1944 came at 0829
and sunset occurred at 1635 (using Bastogne, Belgium, as a reference
point) . The brevity of daylight is an important tactical feature of this
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history, and the reader should note that dawn and dusk (morning and
evening twilight) each added only thirty-eight minutes to the hours of
light.

s A host of participants in the Ardennes battle have answered questions
posed by the author, provided personal papers, and read a part or the whole
of the draft manuscript. Their assistance has been invaluable.

Although this volume took an unconscionably long while to write, my
task was made much easier by the initial efforts of Captains Blair Clark,
Howard Hudson, Robert Merriam, and George Tuttle, who spent several
months at the close of the war in gathering the sources and preparing first
drafts for a history of the Ardennes Campaign. In the Office of the Chief
of Military History, Mrs. Magna Bauer, Charles V. P. von Luttichau, and
Royce L. Thompson worked over a period of years in gathering data and
writing research papers for use in the volume. The reader of the footnotes
will obtain some slight measure of my obligation to these three.

In preparation for publication, Mr. Joseph R. Friedman, Editor in
Chief, OCMH, has given this volume devoted attention, and Mrs. Loretto
C. Stevens of the Editorial Branch has shepherded it through the final steps
of editing. Mr. Billy C. Mossman prepared the maps, Miss Ruth A. Phillips
selected the photographs, and Miss Margaret L. Emerson compiled the
index.

Finally, I am indebted to my secretary, Mrs. Muriel Southwick, without
whose exhortations and reminders this book might never have been com-
pleted.

For any errors of fact or flaws of interpretation that may occur in this
work, the author alone is responsible.

Washington, D.C. HUGH M. COLE
15 June 1964
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CHAPTER 1

‘The Origins

On Saturday, 16 September 1944, the
daily Fuehrer Conference convened in
the Wolf’s Lair, Hitler’s East Prussian
headquarters. No special word had
come in from the battle fronts and the
briefing soon ended, the conference dis-
banding to make way for a session be-
tween Hitler and members of what had
become his household military staff.
Wilhelm Keitel and Alfred jodl were
in this second conference. So was Heinz
Guderian, who as acting chief of staff
for OKH held direct military responsi-
bility for the conduct of operations on
the Russian front.

Herman Goering was absent. From
this fact stems the limited knowledge
available of the initial appearance of
the idea which would be translated into
historical fact as the Ardennes counter-
offensive or Battle of the Bulge. Goer-
ing and the Luftwaffe were represented
by Werner Kreipe, chief of staff for
OKL. Perhaps Kreipe had been in-
structed by Goering to report fully on
all that Hitler might say; perhaps Kreipe
was a habitual diary-keeper. In any
case he had consistently violated the
Fuehrer ordinance that no notes of the
daily conferences should be retained ex-
cept the official transcript made by
Hitler’s own stenographic staff.

Trenchant, almost cryptic, Kreipe’s
notes outline the scene. Jodl, represent-
ing OKW and thus the headquarters

responsible for managing the war on the
Western Front, began the briefing.! In
a quiet voice and with the usual adroit
use of phrases designed to lessen the
impact of information which the Fuehrer
might find distasteful, Jodl reviewed the
relative strength of the opposing forces.
The Western Allies possessed g6 divi-
sions at or near the front; these were
faced by 55 German divisions. An
estimated 10 Allied divisions were en
route from the United Kingdom to the
battle zone. Allied airborne units still
remained in England (some of these
would make a dramatic appearance the
very next day at Arnhem and Nijme-
gen). Jodl added a few words about
shortages on the German side, shortages
in tanks, heavy weapons, and ammuni-
tion. This was a persistent and unpopu-
lar topic; Jodl must have slid quickly
to the next item—a report on the German
forces withdrawing from southern and
southwestern France.

Suddenly Hitler cut Jodl short. There
ensued a few minutes of strained silence.
Then Hitler spoke, his words recalled
as faithfully as may be by the listening

*MS # P-o6g, The Kreipe Diary, 22 July-2
November 1944 (General der TFlieger Werner
Kreipe). OKH, OKL, and OKW are the ab-
breviated versions, respectively, of Oberkommando
des Heeres, the High Command of the German
Army, Oberkommando der Luftwaffe, The Luft-
waffe High Command, and Oberkommando der
Wehrmacht, the Armed Forces High Command.
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OKL chief of staff. “I have just made
a momentous decision. I shall go over
to the counter-attack, that is to say”’—
and he pointed to the map unrolled on
the desk before him—‘here, out of the
Ardennes, with the objective—Antwerp.”
While his audience sat in stunned si-
lence, the Fuehrer began to outline his
plan.

Historical hindsight may give the im-
pression that only a leader finally bereft
of sanity could, in mid-September of
1944, believe Germany physically capa-
ble of delivering one more powerful
and telling blow. Politically the Third
Reich stood deserted and friendless.
Fascist Italy and the once powerful Axis
were finished. Japan had politely sug-
gested that Germany should start peace
negotiations with the Soviets. In south-
eastern Europe, as the month of August

closed, the Rumanians and Bulgarians
had hastened to switch sides and join
the victorious Russians. Finland had
broken with Germany on 2 September.
Hungary and the ephemeral Croat
“state” continued in dubious battle be-
side Germany, held in place by German
divisions in the line and German garri-
sons in their respective capitals. But the
twenty nominal Hungarian divisions and
an equivalent number of Croatian
brigades were in effect canceled by the
two Rumanian armies which had joined
the Russians,

The defection of Rumanian, Bulgar-
ian, and Finnish forces was far less im-
portant than the terrific losses suffered
by the German armies themselves in
the summer of 1944. On the Eastern
and Western Fronts the combined
German losses during June, July, and
August had totaled at least 1,200,000
dead, wounded, and missing. The rapid
Allied advances in the west had cooped
up an additional 230,000 troops in posi-
tions from which they would emerge
only to surrender. Losses in matériel
were in keeping with those in fighting
manpower.

Room for maneuver had been whit-
tled away at a fantastically rapid rate.
On the Eastern Front the Soviet summer
offensive had carried to the borders of
East Prussia, across the Vistula at a num-
ber of points, and up to the northern
Carpathians. Only a small slice of
Rumania was left to German troops.
By mid-September the German occupa-
tion forces in southern Greece and the
Greek islands (except Crete) already
were withdrawing as the German grasp
on the Balkans weakened.

On the Western Front the Americans
had, in the second week of September,
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put troops on the soil of the Third
Reich, in the Aachen sector, while the
British had entered Holland. The
German armies in the west faced a
containing Allied front reaching from
the Swiss border to the North Sea. On
14 September the newly appointed
German commander in the west, Gen-
eralfeldmarschall Gerd von Rundstedt,
acknowledged that the “Battle for the
West Wall” had begun.

On the Italian front Generalfeld-
marschall Albert Kesselring’s two armies
retained position astride the Apennines
and, from the Gothic Line, defended
northern Italy. Here, of all the active
fronts, the German forces faced the
enemy on something like equal terms—
except in the air. Nonetheless the Allies
were dangerously close to the southern
entrances to the Po Valley.

In the far north the defection of
Finland had introduced a bizarre opera-
tional situation. In northern Finland
and on the Murmansk front nine Ger-
man divisions held what earlier had
been the left wing of the 70o-mile Finno-
German front. Now the Finns no
longer were allies, but neither were
they ready to turn their arms against
Generaloberst Dr. Lothar Rendulic and
his nine German divisions. The Soviets
likewise showed no great interest in
conducting a full-scale campaign in the
subarctic. With Finland out of the war,
however, the German troops had no
worthwhile mission remaining except to
stand guard over the Petsamo nickel
mines. Only a month after Mannerheim
took Finland out of the war, Hitler
would order the evacuation of that
country and of northern Norway.

Political and military reverses so
severe as those sustained by the Third
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Reich in the summer of 1944 necessarily
implied severe economic losses to a state
and a war machine fed and grown strong
on the proceeds of conquest. Rumanian
oil, Finnish and Norwegian nickel, cop-
per, and molybdenum, Swedish high-
grade iron ore, Russian manganese,
French bauxite, Yugoslavian copper,
and Spanish mercury were either lost
to the enemy or denied by the neutrals
who saw the tide of war turning against
a once powerful customer.

Hitler’'s Perspective
September r944

In retrospect, the German position
after the summer reverses of 1944 seemed
indeed hopeless and the only rational
release a quick peace on the best possi-
ble terms. But the contemporary scene
as viewed from Hitler’s headquarters in
September 1944, while hardly roseate,
even to the Fuehrer, was not an un-
relieved picture of despair and gloom.
In the west what had been an Allied
advance of astounding speed had de-
celerated as rapidly, the long Allied
supply lines, reaching clear back to the
English Channel and the Cote d’Azur,
acting as a tether which could be
stretched only so far. The famous West
Wall fortifications (almost dismantled
in the years since 1940) had not yet been
heavily engaged by the attacker, while
to the rear lay the great moat which
historically had separated the German
people from their enemies—the Rhine.
On the Eastern Front the seasonal surge
of battle was beginning to ebb, the
Soviet summer offensive seemed to have
run its course, and despite continuing
battle on the flanks the center had
relapsed into an uneasy calm.
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Even the overwhelming superiority
which the Western -Allies possessed in
the air had failed thus far to bring the
Third Reich groveling to its knees as
so many proponents of the air arm had
predicted. In September the British and
Americans could mount a daily bomber
attack of over p5,000 planes, but the
German will to resist and the means of
resistance, so far as then could be meas-
ured, remained quite sufficient for a
continuation of the war.

Great, gaping wounds, where the
Allied bombers had struck, disfigured
most of the larger German cities west
of the Elbe, but German discipline and
a reasonably efficient warning and shelter
system had reduced the daily loss of life
to what the German people themselves
would reckon as ‘“‘acceptable.” If any-
thing, the lesson of London was being
repeated, the noncombatant will to re-
sist hardening under the continuous
blows from the air and forged still
harder by the Allied announcements of
an unconditional surrender policy.

The material means available to the
armed forces of the Third Reich ap-
peared relatively unaffected by the
ceaseless hammering from the air. It is
true that the German war economy was
not geared to meet a long-drawn war
of attrition. But Reich Minister Albert
Speer and his cohorts had been given
over two years to rationalize, reorganize,
disperse, and expand the German econ-
omy before the intense Allied air
efforts of 1944. So successful was Speer’s
program and so industrious were the
labors of the home front that the race
between Allied destruction and German
construction (or reconstruction) was
being run neck and neck in the third
quarter of 1944, the period, that is, dur-

ing which Hitler instituted the far-reach-
ing military plans eventuating in the
Ardennes counteroffensive.

The ball-bearing and aircraft in-
dustries, major Allied air targets during
the first half of 1944, had taken heavy
punishment but had come back with
amazing speed. By September bearing
production was very nearly what it had
been just before the dubious honor of
nomination as top-priority target for the
Allied bombing effort. The production
of single-engine fighters had risen from
1,016 in February to a high point of
3,031 such aircraft in September. The
Allied strategic attack leveled at the
synthetic oil industry, however, showed
more immediate results, as reflected in
the charts which Speer put before Hitler.
For aviation gasoline, motor gasoline,
and diesel oil, the production curve
dipped sharply downward and lingered
far below monthly consumption figures
despite the radical drop in fuel con-
sumption in the summer of 1944. Am-
munition production likewise had
declined markedly under the air
campaign against the synthetic oil in-
dustry, in this case the synthetic nitrogen
procedures. In September the German
armed forces were firing some #0,000
tons of explosives, while production
amounted to only half that figure.
Shells and casings were still unaffected
except for special items which required
the ferroalloys hitherto procured from
the Soviet Union, France, and the
Balkans.

Although in the later summer of 1944
the Allied air forces turned their bombs
against German armored vehicle pro-
duction (an appetizing target because
of the limited number of final assembly
plants), an average of 1,500 tanks and
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assault guns were being shipped to the
battle front every thirty days. During
the first ten months of 1944 the Army
Ordnance Directorate accepted 45,917
trucks, but truck losses during the same
period numbered 11%,719. The German
automotive industry had pushed the pro-
duction of trucks up to an average of
9,000 per month, but in September pro-
duction began to drop off, a not too
important recession in view of the loom-
ing motor fuel crisis.

The German railway system had been
under sporadic air attacks for years but
was still viable. Troops could be shut-
tled from one fighting front to another
with only very moderate and occasional
delays; raw materials and finished mili-
tary goods had little waste time in rail
transport. In mid-August the weekly car
loadings by the Reichsbahn hit a top
figure of 8gg,091 cars.

In September Hitler had no reason
to doubt, if he bothered to contemplate
the transport needed for a great counter-
offensive, that the rich and flexible Ger-
man railroad and canal complex would
prove sufficient to the task ahead and
could successfully resist even a co-ordi-
nated and systematic air attack—as yet,
of course, untried.

In German war production the third
quarter of 1944 witnessed an interesting
conjuncture, one readily susceptible to
misinterpretation by Hitler and Speer or
by Allied airmen and intelligence. On
the one hand German production was,
with the major exceptions of the oil
and aircraft industries, at the peak out-
put of the war; on the other hand the
Allied air effort against the German
means of war making was approaching
a peak in terms of tons of bombs and
the number of planes which could be
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launched against the Third Reich.?2 But
without the means of predicting what
damage the Allied air effort could and
would inflict if extrapolated three or
six months into the future, and certainly
without any advisers willing so to pre-
dict, Hitler might reason that German
production and transport, if wisely
husbanded and rigidly controlled, could
support a major attack before the close
of 1944. Indeed, only a fortnight prior
to the briefing of 16 September Minister
Speer had assured Hitler that German
war stocks could be expected to last
through 1945. Similarly, in the head-
quarters of the Western Allies it was
easy and natural to assume the the
thousands of tons of bombs dropped on
Germany must inevitably have weakened
the vital sections of the German war
economy to a point where collapse was
imminent and likely to come before the
end of 1944.

Hitler’s optimism and miscalculation,
then, resulted in the belief that Germany
had the material means to launch and-
maintain a great counteroffensive, a
belief nurtured by many of his trusted
aides. Conversely, the miscalculation of
the Western Allies as to the destruction

2The results of the numerous joint intelligence
studies undertaken immediately after World War
II on the relation between German production
and the Allied air offensive are well summarized
in the third volume of the official Air Forces
series, Wesley Frank Craven and James Lea Cate,
eds., “The Army Air Forces in World War IL”
vol. III, Europe: ARGUMENT to V-E Day, Jan-
uary 1944 to May 1945 (Chicago: The University of
Chicago Press, 1g51). See also MS # P-o5g9, Tank
Losses  (Generalmajor Burkhart Mueller-Hille-
brand); K. O. Sauer, Effects of Aerial Warfare
on German Armament Production (T.I. 341, M.LF.
3); United States Strategic Bombing Survey
(USSBS), Military Analysis Division, The Impact
Of the Allied Air Effort On German Logistics
(Washington, 1947).
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wrought by their bombers contributed
greatly to the pervasive optimism which
would make it difficult, if not impossible,
for Allied commanders and intelligence
agencies to believe or perceive that Ger-
many still retained the material muscle
for a mighty blow.

Assuming that the Third Reich pos-
sessed the material means for a quick
transition from the defensive to the
offensive, could Hitler and his entourage
rely on the morale of the German nation
and its fighting forces in this sixth year of
the war? The five years which had
elapsed since the invasion of Poland had
taken heavy toll of the best physical
specimens of the Reich. The irreplace-
able loss in military manpower (the
dead, missing, those demobilized because
of disability or because of extreme family
hardship) amounted to 3,266,686 men
and 92,811 officers as of 1 September
1944.% Even without an accurate measure
of the cumulative losses suffered by the
civilian population, or of the dwellings
destroyed, it is evident that the German
home front was suffering directly and
heavily from enemy action, despite the
fact that the Americans and British were
unable to get together on an air cam-
paign designed to destroy the will of the
German nation. Treason (as the Nazis
saw it) had reared its ugly head in the
abortive Putsch of July 1944, and the
skeins of this plot against the person of
the Fuehrer still were unraveling in the
torture chambers of the Gestapo.

3German ground force losses are discussed in
more detail in H. M. Cole, The Lorraine Campaign,
United States Army in World War II (Washington,
1950), pp. 29-32. See also OKH, Gen. St. d. H/Orgam-
zations Abteilung (hereafter cited as OKH/Org. Abt.)
KT7B, 2 December 1944, which gives the revised
personnel situation as of 1 November 1944.

Had the Nazi Reich reached a point in
its career like that which German his-
tory recorded in the collapse of the
German Empire during the last months
of the 1914-1918 struggle? Hitler,
always prompt to parade his personal
experiences as a Frontsoldat in the Great
War and to quote this period of his life
as testimony refuting opinions offered by
his generals, was keenly aware of the
moral - disintegration of the German
people and the armies in 1918. Nazi
propaganda had made the ‘“stab in the
back” (the theory that Germany had not
been defeated in 1918 on the battlefield
but had collapsed as a result of treason
and weakness on the home front) an
article of German faith, with  the
Fuehrer its leading proponent. What-
ever soul-searching Hitler may have ex-
perienced privately as a result of the
attempt on his life and the precipitate
retreats of his armies, there is no out-
ward evidence that he saw in these
events any kinship to those of 1918.

He had great faith in the German
people and in their devotion to himself
as Leader, a faith both mystic and cyni-
cal. The noise of street demonstrations
directed against himself or his regime
had not once, during the years of war,
assailed his ears. German troops had won
great victeries in the past, why should
they not triumph again? The great de-
feats had been, so Hitler’s intuition told
him, the fruit of treason among high
officers or, at the least, the result of in-
sufficient devotion to National Socialism
in the hearts and minds of the defeated
commanders and the once powerful
General Staff. The assassination attempt,
as seen through Hitler’'s own eyes, was
proof positive that the suspicions which
he had long entertained wvis-d-vis the
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Army General Staff were correct. Now,
he believed, this malignant growth could
be cut away; exposure showed that it
had no deep roots and had not contami-
nated either the fighting troops or the
rank and file of the German people.

Despite the heavy losses suffered by the
Wehrmacht in the past five years, Hitler
was certain that replacements could be
found and new divisions created. His
intuition told him that too many officers
and men had gravitated into headquar-
ters staffs, administrative and security
services. He was enraged by the growing
disparity in the troop lists between
“ration strength” and “‘combat strength”
and, as a military dictator, expected that
the issuance of threatening orders and
the appointment of the brutal Heinrich
Himmler as chief of the Replacement
Army would eventually reverse this
trend. At the beginning of September
Hitler was impatiently stamping the
ground and waiting for the new battal-
ions to spring forth. The months of July
and August had produced eighteen new
divisions, ten panzer brigades and nearly
a hundred separate infantry battalions.
Now twenty-five new divisions, about a
thousand artillery pieces, and a score of
general headquarters brigades of various
types were demanded for delivery in
October and November.

How had Germany solved the man-
power problem? From a population of
some eighty million, in the Greater
Reich, the Wehrmacht carried a total
of 10,165,308 officers and men on its
rosters at the beginning of September
1944. What part of this total was paper
strength is impossible to say; certainly
the personnel systems in the German
armed forces had not been able to keep
an accurate accounting of the tremen-
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dous losses suffered in the summer of
1944. Nonetheless, this was the strength
figuratively paraded before Hitler by his
adjutants. The number of units in the
Wehrmacht order of battle was impres-
sive (despite such wholesale losses as the
twenty-seven divisions engulfed during
the Russian summer offensive against
Army Group Center). The collective
German ground forces at the beginning
of September 1944 numbered 327 divi-
sions and brigades, of which g1 divisions
and 14 brigades were armored. Again it
must be noted that many of these units
no longer in truth had the combat
strength of either division or brigade
(some had only their headquarters staff),
but again, in Hitler’s eyes, this order of
battle represented fighting units capa-
ble of employment. Such contradiction
as came from the generals commanding
the paper-thin formations, some of whom
privately regarded the once formidable
Wehrmacht as a “paper tiger,” would be
brushed angrily aside as evidence of in-
competence, defeatism—or treason.

But the maintenance of this formid-
able array of divisions and brigades re-
flected the very real military potential
of the Greater Reich, not yet fully ex-
ploited even at the end of five years of
what had been called total war. As in
1915 the Germans had found that in a
long conflict the hospitals provided a
constant flow of replacements, and that
this source could be utilized very eftec-
tively by the simple expedient of progres-
sively lowering the physical standards
required for front-line duty. In addition,
each year brought a new class to the
colors as German youth matured. This
source could be further exploited by
lowering the age limit at one end of the
conscription spectrum while increasing it
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at the other. In 1944, for example, the
age limit for “volunteers” for the ranks
was dropped to sixteen years and party
pressure applied conducive to volun-
teering. At the same time the older con-
scription classes were combed through
and, in 1944, registration was carried
back to include males born in 1884.

Another and extremely important
manpower acquisition, made for the first
time on any scale in the late summer of
1944, came from the Navy and Air
Force. Neither of these establishments
remained in any position, at this stage
of the war, to justify the relatively large
numbers still carried on their rosters.
While it is true that transferring air
force ground crews to rifle companies
would not change the numerical strength
of the armed forces by jot or tittle, such
practice would produce new infantry or
armored divisions bearing new and, in
most cases, high numbers.

In spite of party propaganda that the
Third Reich was full mobilized behind
the Fuehrer and notwithstanding the
constant and slavish mouthing of the
phrase “total war,” Germany had not,
in five years of struggle, completely uti-
lized its manpower—and equally impor-
tant, womanpower—in prosecuting the
war.* Approximately four million public
servants and individuals deferred from
military service for other reasons consti-
tuted a reserve as yet hardly touched.
And, despite claims to the contrary, no
thorough or rational scheme had been
adopted to comb all able-bodied men
out of the factories and from the fields

*B. H. Klein in his Germany’s Economic Prep-
arations for War (Cambridge: Harvard University
Press, 1959) advances the thesis that, contrary to
Nazi propaganda, the Third Reich never went

over to an all-out industrial and economic effort
until the war was lost.

for service in uniform. In five years only
a million German men and women.had
been mobilized for the labor force. In-
deed, it may be concluded that the bulk
of industrial and agrarian replacements
for men drafted into the armed services
was supplied by some seven million
foreign workers and prisoners of war
slaving for the conqueror.

Hitler hoped to lay his hands on those
of his faithful followers who thus far had
escaped the rigors of the soldier life by
enfolding themselves in the uniform of
the party functionary. The task of de-
fining the nonessential and making the
new order palatable was given to Reich
Minister Joseph Goebbels, who on 24
August 1944 announced the new mobili-
zation scheme: schools and theaters to be
closed down, a 60-hour week to be intro-
duced and holidays temporarily abol-
ished, most types of publications to be
suspended (with the notable exception
of “standard political works,” Mein
Kampf, for one), small shops of many
types to be closed, the staffs of govern-
mental bureaus to be denuded, and simi-
lar belt tightening. By 1 September this
drastic comb-out was in full swing and
accompanied within the uniformed
forces by measures designed to reduce
the headquarters staffs and shake loose
the “rear area swine,” in the Fuehrer’s
contemptuous phrase.®

This new flow of manpower would
give Hitler the comforting illusion of
combat strength, an illusion risen from
his indulgence in what may be identified
to the American reader as ‘‘the numbers

SFor a detailed description of the Goebbels
comb-out see the manuscript study prepared by
Charles V. P. von Luttichau entitled The Ardennes
Offensive, Germany’s 'Situation in the Fall of

1944, Part II, The Economic Situation (1953).
OCMH.
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racket.” Dozens of German officers who
at one time or another had reason to
observe the Fuehrer at work have com-
mented on his obsession with numbers
and his implicit faith in statistics no
matter how murky the sources from
which they came or how misleading
when translated into fact. So Hitler had
insisted on the creation of new forma-
tions with new numbers attached there-
to, rather than bringing back to- full
combat strength those units which had
been bled white in battle. Thus the
German order of battle distended in the
autumn of 1944, bloated by new units
while the strength of the German ground
forces declined. In the same manner
Hitler accepted the monthly production
- goals set for the armored vehicle pro-
ducers by Speer’s staff as being identical
with the number of tanks and assault
guns which in fact would reach the front
lines. Bemused by numbers on paper and
surrounded by a staff which had little or
no combat experience and by now was
perfectly housebroken—never introduc-
ing unpleasant questions as to what these
numbers really meant—Hitler still saw
himself as the Feldherr, with the men
and the tanks and the guns required to
wrest the initiative from the encircling
enemy.

How the Plan Was Born

The plan for the Ardennes counter-
offensive was born in the mind and will
of Hitler the Feldherr. Its conception
and growth from ovum are worthy of
study by the historian and the student
of the military art as a prime example
of the role which may be played by the
single man and the single mind in the
conduct of modern war and the direction
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of an army numbered in the millions.

Such was the military, political, eco-
nomic, and moral position of the Third
Reich in the autumn of 1944 that a
leader who lacked all of the facts and
who by nature clung to a mystic confi-
dence in his star might rationally con-
clude that defeat could be postponed
and perhaps even avoided by some de-
cisive stroke. To this configuration of
circumstances must be added Hitler’s
implicit faith in his own military genius,
a faith to all appearance unshaken by
defeat and treason, a faith that accepted
the possibility, even the probability, that
the course of conflict might be reversed
by a military stroke of genius.

There was, after all, a prototype in
German history which showed how the
genius and the will of the Feldherr
might wrest victory from certain defeat.
Behind the desk in Hitler’s study hung a
portrait of Frederick the Great. This
man, of all the great military leaders in
world history, was Hitler’s ideal. The .
axioms given by Frederick to his generals
were on the tip of Hitler’s tongue, ever
ready to refute the pessimist or general-
ize away a sticky fact. When his generals
protested the inability of soldier flesh
and blood to meet further demands,
Hitler simply referred to the harsh de-
mands made of his grenadiers by Fred-
erick. When the cruelties of the military
punitive code were increased to the
point that even the stomachs of Prussian
officers rebelled, Hitler paraded the
brutal code of Frederick’s army before
them. Even the oath taken by SS officer
candidates was based on the Frederician
oath to the flag.

An omnivorous reader of military his-
tory, Hitler was fond of relating episodes
therefrom as evidence of his catholic
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military knowledge or as footnotes prov-
ing the soundness of a decision. In a very
human way he selected those historical
examples which seemed to support his
own views. Napoleon, before the inva-
sion of Russia, had forbidden any refer-
ence to the ill-fated campaign of Charles
XII of Sweden because ‘“the circum-
stances were altered.” Hitler in turn had
brushed aside the fate of both these
predecessors, in planning his Russian
campaign, because they had lacked tanks
and planes. In 1944, however, Hitler’s
mind turned to his example, Frederick
II, and found encouragement and sup-
port. Frederick, at the commencement
of the Seven Years War, had faced
superior forces converging on his king-
dom from all points of the compass. At
Rossbach and Leuthen he had taken
great risk but had defeated armies twice
the strength of his own. By defeating his
enemies in detail, Frederick had been
able to hang on until the great alliance
formed against Prussia had split as the
result of an unpredictable historical
accident.

Three things seemed crystal clear to
Hitler as explanation for Frederick’s
final victory over his great enemies:
victory on the battlefield, and not defeat,
was the necessary preliminary to success-
ful diplomatic negotiations and a peace
settlement; the enemy coalition had
failed to present a solid front when
single members had suffered defeat;
finally, Prussia had held on until, as
Hitler paraphrased Frederick’s own
words, “one of [the] damned enemies
gets too tired to fight any more.” If
Hitler needed moral support in his de-
cision to prepare for the counteroffensive
at a time when Germany still was reeling
from enemy blows, it is very probable

that he found this in the experience and
ultimate triumph of Frederick called the
Great.

Although the first announcement of
the projected counteroffensive in the
Ardennes was made by Hitler in the
meeting on 16 September, the idea had
been forming for some weeks in the
Fuehrer’s mind. Many of the details in
this development can never be known.
The initial thought processes were
buried with Hitler; his closest associates
soon followed him to the grave, leaving
only the barest information. The gen- -
eral outlines of the manner in which
the plan took form can be discerned,
however, of course with a gap here and
there and a necessary slurring over ex-
act dates.®

The first and very faint glimmerings
of the idea that a counteroffensive must
be launched in the west are found in a
long tirade made by Hitler before Gen-
eraloberst Alfred Jodl and a few other
officers on g1 July 1944. At this moment
Hitler’s eyes are fixed on the Western
Front where the Allies, held fast for
several weeks in the Normandy hedge-
rows, have finally broken through the
containing German forces in the neigh-
borhood of Avranches. Still physically
shaken by the bomb blast which so
nearly had cut short his career, the
Fuehrer raves and rambles, boasts,
threatens, and complains. As he mean-
ders through the “conference,” really a
solo performance, one idea reappears

®Exact dating for the various phases of the
Ardennes plan, as these evolved in Hitler’s mind,
now is impossible. Magna E. Bauer has attempted
to develop a chronology in MS # R-g, The Idea
for the German Ardennes Offensive, 1944. See
also MSS # P-o06g (Kreipe) and A-862 The Prep-
arations for the German Offensive in the
Ardennes, September to 16 December 1944 (Maj.
Percy E. Schramm).
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again and again: the final decision must
come in the west and if necessary the
other fronts must suffer so that a con-
centrated, major effort can be made
there. No definite plans can be made as
yet, says Hitler, but he himself will
accept the responsibility for planning
and for command; the latter he will
exercise from a headquarters some place
in the Black Forest or the Vosges. To
guarantee secrecy, nobody will be
allowed to inform the Commander in
Chief West or his staff of these far-
reaching plans; the WFSt, that is, Jodl,
must form a small operational staff to
aid the Fuehrer by furnishing any
needed data.”

Hitler’s arrogation to himself of all
command and decision vis-d-vis some
major and concerted effort in the west
was no more than an embittered re-
statement, with the assassination attempt
in mind, of a fact which had been
stuffed down the throats of the General
Staff and the famous field commanders
since the first gross defeat in Russia and
had been underlined in blood by the
executions following the Putsch of 20
July. The decision to give priority to
the Western Front, if one can take
Hitler at his own word and waive a
possible emotional reaction to the sud-
den Allied plunge through the German
line at the base of the Cotentin penin-
sula, is something new and worthy of
notice.

The strategic and operational prob-
lem posed by a war in which Germany
had to fight an enemy in the east while
at the same time opposing an enemy in
the west was at least as old as the
unification of Germany. The problem of

*The Wehrmachtfuehrungsstab, or WFSt, was
the Armed Forces Operations Staff.
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a war on two fronts had been analyzed
and solutions had been proposed by the
great German military thinkers, among
these Moltke the Elder, Schlieffen, and
Ludendorff, whose written works, so
Hitler boasted, were more familiar to
him than to those of his entourage who
wore the red stripe of the General Staff.
Moltke and Schlieffen, traveling by
the theoretical route, had arrived at the
conclusion that Germany lacked the
strength to conduct successful offensive
operations simultaneously in the east
and west. Ludendorff (Hitler’s quondam
colleague in the comic opera Beer Hall
Putsch) had seen this theory put to the
test and proven in the 1914-1918 war.
Hitler had been forced to learn the
same lesson the hard way in the summer
of 1944.

A fanatical believer in the Clause-
witzian doctrine of the offensive as the
purest and only decisive form of war,
Hitler only had to decide whether his
projected counteroffensive should be
made in the east or the west. In con-
trast to the situation that had existed in
the German High Command of World
War I, there was no sharp cleavage
between “Easterners” and ‘“Westerners”
with the two groups struggling to gain
control of the Army High Command and
so dictate a favored strategy. It is true
that OKH (personified at this moment
by Guderian) had direct responsibility
for the war on the Eastern Front and
quite naturally believed that victory or
defeat would be decided there. On the
other hand, OKW, with its chiefs Keitel
and Jodl close to the seat of power, saw
the Western Front as the paramount
theater of operations. Again, this was a
natural result of the direct responsibility
assigned this headquarters for the con-
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duct of all operations outside of the
Eastern Front. Hitler, however, had
long since ceased to be influenced by
his generals save in very minor matters.
Nor is there any indication that Keitel
or Jodl exercised any influence in turn-
ing the Fuehrer’s attention to the west.

There is no simple or single explana-
tion for Hitler’s choice of the Western
Front as the scene of the great German
counterstroke. The problem was com-
plex; so were Hitler’s mental processes.
Some part of his reasoning breaks
through in his conferences, speeches,
and orders, but much is left to be in-
ferred.

As early as 1939 Hitler had gone on
record as to the absolute necessity of
protecting the Ruhr industrial area, the
heart of the entire war-making machine.
In November 1943, on the heels of
Eastern Front reverses and before the
Western Allies had set foot in strength
across the Channel, Hitler repeated his
fears for the Ruhr, “. . . but now while
the danger in the East remained it was
outweighed by the threat from the West
where enemy success would strike im-
mediately at the heart of the German
war economy . . . .” % Even after the
disastrous impact of the 1944 Soviet
summer offensive he clung to the belief
that the Ruhr factories were more im-
portant to Germany than the loss of
territory in the east. He seems to have
felt that the war production in Silesia
was far out of Soviet reach: in any case
Silesia produced less than the Rubhr.
Then too, in the summer and early
autumn of 1944 the Allied air attacks

8 The so-called Hitler Conferences from which
Hitler’s earlier thinking is derived are found in
whole or in fragments in Felix Gilbert, ed.,,
Hitler Directs His War (New York: Oxford Uni-
versity Press, 1950).

against the Ruhr had failed to deliver
any succession of knockout blows, nor
was the very real vulnerability of this
area yet apparent.

Politically, if Hitler hoped to lead
from strength and parlay a military
victory into a diplomatic coup, the mono-
lithic USSR was a less susceptible object
than the coalition of powers in the west.
Whereas Nazi propagandists breathed
hatred of the Soviet, the tone toward
England and the United States more
often was that of contempt and derision,
as befitted the “decadent democracies.”
Hitler seems to have partaken of this
view, and in any case he believed that
the Allies might easily split asunder if
one of them was jolted hard enough.
The inability of the western leaders to
hold their people together in the face
of defeat was an oft-expressed and car-
dinal axiom of the German Fuehrer,
despite the example of the United King-
dom to the contrary.

From one point of view the decision
for the west was the result of progressive
elimination as to the other fronts. In
no way could victory in Italy or Finland
change the course of the war. Russia
likewise offered no hope for any de-
cisive victory with the forces which Ger-
many might expect to gather in 1944.
The campaigns in the east had finally
convinced Hitler, or so it would appear,
that the vast distances in the east and
the seemingly inexhaustible flow of
Soviet divisions created a military prob-
lem whose solution lay beyond the capa-
bilities of the Third Reich as long as
the latter was involved in a multifront
war. To put it another way, what Ger-
many now needed was a quick victory
capable of bearing immediate diplo-
matic fruit. Between 22 June 1941 and
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1 November 1942 the German armies
in the USSR had swept up 5,150,000
prisoners of war (setting aside the Rus-
sians killed or severely wounded) but
still had failed to bore in deep enough
to deliver a paralyzing blow. A quick
and decisive success in the second half
of 1944 against 55 Soviet units of divi-
sion size was out of the question, even
though Hitler would rave about the
“Russian bluff” and deride the estimates
prepared by his Intelligence, Fremde
Heere Ost.

Still other factors were involved in
Hitler’s decision. For one thing the
Allied breakout in Normandy was a
more pressing danger to the Third
Reich than the Soviet advance in the
east. Intuitively, perhaps, Hitler fol-
lowed Schlieffen in viewing an enemy
on the Rhine as more dangerous than
an enemy in East Prussia. If this was
Hitler’s view, then the Allied dash
across France in the weeks following
would give all the verification required.
Whether at this particular time Hitler
saw the German West Wall as the best
available springboard for a counterof-
fensive is uncertain. But it is quite clear
that the possession of a seemingly solid
base for such an operation figured
largely in the ensuing development of
a Western Front attack.

After the announcement of the west
as the crucial front, in the g1 July con-
ference, Hitler seemingly turned his
attention, plus such rteserves as were
available, to the east. Perhaps this was
only a passing aberration, perhaps Hitler
had been moved by choler in July and
now was in the grip of indecision. Events
on both fronts, however, were moving
so rapidly that a final decision would
have to be made. The death of Gen-
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eralfeldmarschall Guenther von Kluge,
Commander in Chief West, seems to
have triggered the next step toward
irrevocable commitment. Coincident
with the appointment of Model to re-
place the suicide, Hitler met with a few
of his immediate staff on 19 August to
consider the situation in France. During
this conference he instructed Walter
Buhle, chief of the Army Staff at OKW,
and Speer, the minister in charge of
military production and distribution, to
prepare large allotments of men and
matériel for shipment to the Western
Front. At the same time Hitler informed
the conferees that he proposed to take
the initiative at the beginning of Novem-
ber when the Allied air forces would be
unable to fly. By 19 August, it would
appear, Hitler had made up his mind:
an attack would be made, it would be
made on the Western Front, and the
target date would be early November.

The remaining days of August were a
nightmare for the German divisions in
the west and for the German field com-
manders. Shattered into bits and pieces
by the weight of Allied guns and armor,
hunted and hounded along the roads by
the unopposed Allied air forces, cap-
tured and killed in droves, the German
forces in France were thoroughly beaten.
All requests for permission to withdraw
to more defensible positions were re-
jected in peremptory fashion by Hitler’s
headquarters, with the cold rejoinder
“stand and hold” or “fight to the last
man.” In most cases these orders were
read on the run by the retreating divi-
sions.

At the beginning of September Gen-
eralfeldmarschall Walter Model was
“put in the big picture” by the Fuehrer.
Hitler gave as his “intention” for the
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future conduct of operations that the
retreating German armies must hold
forward of the West Wall, thus allowing
time needed to repair these defenses.
In general the holding position indi-
cated by Hitler ran from the Dutch
coast, through northern Belgium, along
the forward edge of the West Wall in
the sector between Aachen and the
Moselle River, then via the western
borders of Alsace and Lorraine to some
indefinite connection with the Swiss
frontier. Here, for the first time on the
Western Front, Hitler relaxed his seem-
ingly pigheaded views on the unyielding
defense and permitted, even enjoined,
a withdrawal. This permission, however,
was given for a very definite purpose:
to permit the reorganization of Ger-
many’s defense at or forward of the
West Wall, the outer limit of Greater
Germany.

Despite the debacle in France, Hitler
professed himself as unworried and even
sanguine. On the first day of September,
Rundstedt was recalled to the position
of Commander in Chief West which he
had been forced to relinquish at the end
of June under Hitler’s snide solicitude
for his “health.” The new commander
was told that the enemy in the west
would shortly be brought to a halt by
logistic failures (in this forecast the
Fuehrer’s intuition served him well) and
that the giant steps being taken toward
Germany were the work of isolated
“armored spearheads” which had out-
run the main Allied forces and now
could be snipped off by local counter-
attacks, whereupon the front would sta-
bilize. Since the U. S. Third Army under
Lt. Gen. George S. Patton, Jr., was
advancing with its right flank open (con-
tact with the U.S. Seventh Army driving

north from the Mediterranean had not
as yet been made), Hitler ordered
Rundstedt to counterattack against this
exposed flank and cut the advanced
American armor by seizing Reims. For
this unenviable task the Fifth Panzer
Army, at the moment little more than
an army headquarters and a few army
troops, would be beefed up and handed
over to the new commander in chief?®
The thrust to Reims was not intended
as the grand-scale effort to regain the
initiative which by this time was fully
rooted in Hitler’s mind. The Fifth
Panzer Army was to counterattack, that
is, to be committed with limited forces
for the attainment of a limited object.
The scheme visualized for November,
no matter how vague its shape in the
first week of September, was that of a
counteroffensive, or a major commit-
ment of men and matériel designed to
wrest the initiative from the enemy in
pursuance of a major strategic victory.
The counterattack was made, but not
as planned and not toward Reims. The
base for the proposed operation, west of
the Moselle River, was lost to the Amer-
icans before the attack could be
launched. A watered-down variant on
the east side of the Moselle was set in
motion on 18 September, with Luné-
ville as the first objective; it degenerated
into a series of small, piecemeal attacks
of only momentary significance.® This,
the single major effort to win time and
space by counterattack and so give
breathing space to the Reich and footing
for a counteroffensive, must be written

°*The background of the abortive Fifth Panzer

Army attack is described in Cole, The Lorraine
Campaign, pp. 190-95. '

®The story of this operation is told in Cole,
The Lorraine Campaign, ch. V, passim.
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off as a complete failure. Nonetheless,
by the second week of September there
were encouraging evidences all along the
Western Front that the battered German
troops were beginning to get a toehold
here and there, and that the enemy who
had run so fast and so far was not holding
the pace. Except for a handful of bunk-
ers and pillboxes the battle front was
in process of stabilizing forward of the
West Wall. Meanwhile German efforts
to reactivate and rearm these fortifica-
tions were in full swing.

Despite the somber and often despair-
ing reports prepared by Model and his
successor, Rundstedt, during late Au-
gust and early September, Hitler and
his intimate staff in the East Prussian
" headquarters continued to give thought
to a decisive attack in the west. About
6 September, Jodl gave the Fuehrer an
evaluation of the situation inherited by
Rundstedt. The task at hand was to
withdraw as many troops from the line
as possible, refit and re-form units. On
the scale required, this work could not
be completed before the first day of
November. Since he was probably lis-
tening to a clearer phrasing of his own
cloudy concept, Hitler agreed, but with
the proviso that the battle front must
be kept as far to the west as possible.
The reason, expressed apparently for
the first time, was that the Allied air
effort had to be kept at a distance from
the Rhine bridges or the consequences
might be disastrous. Did Hitler fear
that fighter-bombers operating from
fields in France or Belgium might leave
the Rhine crossing complex stricken and
incapable of supporting the line of com-
munications to the armies then on the
left bank of the Rhine? Or did he fore-
see that the Rhine bridges would be
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systematically hammered in an effort to
strangle the German bid for the initia-
tive when the day for the counteroffen-
sive came?

As a target date, 1 November now
seemed firm. Hitler had tossed it out in
an off-the-cuff gesture; Jodl had evalu-
ated it in terms of the military situation
as seen in the remote Wolf’s Lair; and
in his first report after assuming com-
mand, Rundstedt unwittingly added his
blessing by estimating that the West
Wall defenses would be refurbished and
manned sometime around 20 October.
The Commander in Chief West, be it
noted, was not yet privy to any attack
plans except those for the Fifth Panzer
Army.

Since Hitler was convinced that his
western armies would hold before or at
the West Wall position, and by intuition
or self-hypnosis he held to this convic-
tion, the next step was to amass the
forces needed to issue offensively from
the West Wall base of operations. Dur-
ing July and August eighteen new divi-
sions had been organized, fifteen of
which were sent to the Eastern Front,
one to Norway, and only two to the
Western Front. A further Hitler order
on 2 September commanded the creation
of an “operational reserve” numbering
twenty-five new divisions. This order
lay behind the comb-out program en-
trusted to Goebbels and definitely was
in preparation for a western counter-
offensive. Early in August the Western
Front had been given priority on tanks
coming off the assembly line; this now
was made a permanent proviso and
extended to cover all new artillery and
assault gun production.

Further additions to the contempiated
reserve would have to come from other
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theaters of war. On 4 September OKW
ordered a general movement of artillery
units in the Balkans back to the Western
Front. The southeastern theater now
was bereft of much of its early signifi-
cance and the German forces therein
stood to lose most of their heavy equip-
ment in the event of a Soviet drive into
the Balkans. The northern theater like-
wise was a potential source of reinforce-
ments, particularly following the defec-
tion of Finland in early September and
the collapse of a homogeneous front.
These “side shows” could be levied upon
for the western counteroffensive, and
even the sore-beset German armies in
the east, or so Hitler reasoned, could
contribute armored divisions to the west.
But in the main, the plan still evolving
within the closed confines of the Wolf’s
Lair turned on the withdrawal and re-
habilitation of units which had taken
part in the battle for France. As a first
step the SS panzer divisions in the west
were ordered out of the line (13 Sep-
tember) and turned over to a new army
headquarters, that of the Sixth Panzer
Army. )

Having nominated a headquarters to
control the reconstitution of units spe-
cifically named for participation in an
attack to be made in the west, the logical
next step in development of the plan
came in Hitler'’s announcement on 16
September: the attack would be de-
livered in the Ardennes and Antwerp
would be the objective.

Why the Ardennes? To answer this
question in a simple and direct manner
is merely to say that the Ardennes would
be the scene of a great winter battle
because the Fuehrer had placed his
finger on a map and made a pronounce-
ment. This simplified version was agreed

to in the months after the war by all
of those major German military figures
in Hitler’s entourage who survived the
last battles and the final Gotterdim-
merung purges. It is possible, however,
that Hitler had discussed the operational
concept of a counteroffensive through the
Ardennes with Jodl—and before the 16
September edict. The relationship be-
tween these two men has bearing on the
entire “prehistory” of the Ardennes
campaign. It is analyzed by the head-
quarters diary-keeper and historian,
Maj. Percy E. Schramm, as follows:

GENERAL JoDL

The function of Genobst Jodl in the
Fuehrer’s headquarters consisted of pre-
paring—on the general staff level—the de-
cisions the Fuehrer made in his capacity of
C-in-C of the Wehrmacht. Jodl also was
responsible for their execution. But these
were not his only duties. Whenever the
Fuehrer conceived a new military plan it
was Jodl with whom the idea was discussed
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and closely examined. It was again Jodl
who obtained the information necessary to
transmute a vague idea into a workable
plan. It was also he who raised objections
and suggestions which had been voiced by
the immediately subordinate commands.
These facts were so little known to the out-
side world that the public scarcely knew
Jodl, and that within the Wehrmacht—
even among those in leading positions—he
was mostly considered only as an executive
tool, by some people even as too willing a
tool. The view was widely held that the
Fuehrer did not accept any opinion other
than his own. It was not recognized that,
although Hitler in the final analysis might
only follow his own trend of thought, he
acquired the inner assurance necessary for
his actions by constantly discussing his in-
tentions within the confines of his inner
circle. For this reason, the Chief of the
Wehrmacht Operations Staff (Jodl) was
an extremely important figure in all stra-
tegic decisions. . . . In his relationship to
the Fuehrer, his functions were not merely
executive, but involved a very complex
process of giving and taking, altering and
retrenching, warning and stimulating?

The evidence is clear that Jodl and
a few of his juniors from the Wehrmacht
Operations Staff did examine the
Ardennes concept very closely in the
period from 25 September, when Hitler
gave the first order to start detailed
planning, to 11 October, when Jodl
submitted the initial operations plan.
Other but less certain evidence indicates
that those present in the select confer-
ence on 16 September were taken by
surprise when Hitler made his announce-
ment. Jodl definitely ascribes the selec-
- tion of the Ardennes to Hitler and Hitler
alone, but at the time Jodl expressed
this view he was about to be tried before
an international tribunal on the charge
of preparing aggressive war. Even so,

"MS # B-og4, OKW War Diary, 1 April-18
December 1944: The West (Schramm).
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the “argument from silence,”—the fact
that there is no evidence of other
thought on the Ardennes as the point
of concentration prior to Hitler’s state-
ment on 16 September—has some valid-
ity.

The most impressive argument for
ascribing sole authorship of the Arden-
nes idea to Hitler is found in the simple
fact that every major military decision
in the German High Command for
months past had been made by the
Fuehrer, and that these Hitler decisions
were made in detail, never in principle
alone.

The major reasons for Hitler’s selec-
tion of the Ardennes were stated by
himself, although never in a single tabu-
lation on a single occasion nor with any
ordering of importance:

The enemy front in the Ardennes sector
was very thinly manned.

A blow here would strike the seam be-
tween the British and Americans and lead
to political as well as military disharmony
between the Allies. Furthermore an en-
trance along this seam would isolate the
British 21 Army Group and allow the en-
circlement and destruction of the British
and Canadians before the American leader-
ship (particularly the political leadership)
could react.

The distance from the jump-off line to a
solid strategic objective (Antwerp) was not
too great and could be covered quickly,
even in bad weather.

The configuration of the Ardennes area
was such that the ground for maneuver was
limited and so would require the use of
relatively few divisions.

The terrain to the east of the break-
through sector selected was very heavily
wooded and offered cover against Allied air
observation and attack during the build-up
for the assault. _

An attack to regain the initiative in this
particular area would erase the enemy
ground threat to the Ruhr.
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Although Hitler never referred di-
rectly to the lightning thrust made in
1940 through the Ardennes as being in
any sense a prototype for the operation
in the same area four and a half years
later, there is indication of a more than
casual connection between the two cam-
paigns in Hitler’s own thinking. For
example, during the 16 September ex-
posé he set the attainment of “another
Dunkirk” as his goal. Then, as detailed
planning began, Hitler turned again
and again to make operational proposals
which had more than chance similarity
to those he had made before the 1940
offensive. When, in September 1939,
Hitler had announced his intention to
attack in the west, the top-ranking offi-
cers of the German armed forces had to
a man shown their disfavor for this
daring concept. Despite this opposition
Hitler had gone ahead and personally
selected the general area for the initial
penetration, although perhaps with con-
siderable stimulation from Generalfeld-
marschall Fritz Erich von Manstein. The
lightning campaign through the Nether-
lands, Belgium, and France had been
the first great victory won by Hitler’s
intuition and the Fuehrerprinzip over
the German General Staff, establishing
a trend which had led almost inevitably
to the virtual dictatorship in military
command exercised by the Fuehrer in
1944. Also, the contempt for Allied gen-
eralship which Hitler continually ex-

pressed can be regarded as more than
bombast. He would be prone to believe
that the Western Allies had learned
nothing from the experience of 1940,
that the conservative military tradition
which had deemed the Ardennes as
impossible for armor was still in the
saddle, and that what German arms had
accomplished in 1940 might be their
portion a second time. Two of the fac-
tors which had entered into the plans
for the 1940 offensive still obtained: a
very thin enemy line and the need for
protecting the Ruhr. The German
attack could no longer be supported by
an air force which outweighed the op-
position, but this would be true wher-
ever the attack was delivered. Weather
had favored movement through the
Ardennes defiles in the spring of 194o0.
This could hardly be expected in the
month of November, but there is no
indication that Hitler gave any thought
to the relation of weather and terrain
as this might affect ground operations
in the Ardennes. He tended to look at
the sky rather than the ground, as the
Luftwaffe deteriorated, and bad weath-
er—bad flying weather—was his desire.
In sum, Hitler’s selection of the Arden-
nes may have been motivated in large
part by the hope that the clock could
be turned back to the glorious days of
1940.12

2 General Heinz Guderian, Panzer Leader (New
York: E. P. Dutton & Co., Inc., 1952, app. 3.




CHAPTER 11

Planning the Counteroffensive

Details of the Plan

About 25 September Jodl was ordered
to begin a detailed analysis of the Hit-
lerian concept, the only function now
left to the great General Staff. Some
latitude remained to the individual staft
officers and those favored few in the high
echelon of command who retained ac-
cess to the Fuehrer in kneading and

“shaping the very general outline handed
down by Hitler into an operations plan.
The outline as it now had taken shape
contained these major points: (a) the
attack should be launched sometime
between 20 and go November; (b) it
should be made through the Ardennes
in the Monschau-Echternach sector; (c)
the initial object would be the seizure
of bridgeheads over the Meuse River
between Licge and Namur; (d) there-
after, Antwerp would be the objective;*

(e) a battle to annihilate the British

*The precise reasons for the selection of
Antwerp as the German objective are none too
clear. The city represented the main supply base
for British operations and it might be expected
that the British public would react adversely to
an Allied command responsible for the loss of an
area so close to England which could be em-
ployed for V-2 attacks at short range. Later, at
Nuremberg Rundstedt would say that the Meuse
bridgeheads and Liége actually were the ultimate
objectives. The Fifth Panzer Army commander,
General der Panzertruppen Hasso-Eccard von
Manteuffel, gives his story in Seymour Freiden
and William Richardson, eds., The Fatal De-
cisions (New York: William Sloane Associates,
Inc., 1956), Part 6.

and Canadians would ultimately be
fought north of the line Antwerp-Liege-
Bastogne; (f) a minimum of thirty divi-
sions would be available, ten of which
would be armored; (g) support would
be given by an unprecedented concentra-
tion of artillery and rocket projector
units; (h) operational control would be
vested in four armies—two panzer armies
abreast in the lead, two armies com-
posed largely of infantry divisions to
cover the flanks; (i) the Luftwaffe would
be prepared to support the operation;
(j) all planning would aim at securing
tactical surprise and speed; (k) secrecy
would be maintained at all costs and
only a very limited number of individ-
uals would be made privy to the plan.

Theoretically, the chief of OKW,
Keitel, should have been the central
figure as preparations for the Ardennes
counteroffensive unrolled. Actually he
was charged with estimating the fuel
and ammunition required.? Jodl and the
Armed Forces Operations Staff would
mastermind the great attack. Rundstedt,
Commander in Chief West, was not
informed of the impending operation;
indeed at this stage he did not even
know that Hitler envisaged a counter-
offensive in the west. So much for the

*The remaining records of the German High
Command show clearly that Keitel no longer had
a hand in the actual direction of the war or in
strategic planning.
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“Rundstedt Offensive,” as this appella-
tion was broadcast to the world by the
Allies in December 1944.

The mechanics of German staff work
seem to have deteriorated little during
the years of war despite the disfavor
into which the General Staff, as an insti-
tution, had fallen. Methodically, accord-
ing to doctrine as old as Moltke the
Elder, the young officers with Jodl
studied variants to the scheme proposed
by Hitler. Ultimately the staff settled
on five possible courses of action:

Operation Holland: a single-thrust at-
tack to be launched from the Venlo area,
with Antwerp as the objective.

Operation Liege-Aachen: a two-pronged
attack with the main effort driving from
northern Luxembourg in a northwesterly
direction, subsequently turning due north
to meet the secondary attack which would
be launched from the sector northwest of
Aachen.

Operation Luxembourg: a two-pronged
attack launched simultaneously from cen-
tral Luxembourg and Metz to seize Longwy.

Operation Lorraine: also a double en-
velopment, to be launched from Metz and
Baccarat and to converge on Nancy.

Operation Alsace: an envelopment to be
executed in two thrusts, one originating
east of Epinal and the other east of Mont-
béliard, the juncture to be made in the
Vesoul area.

Of these five possibilities the plan-
ning staff recommended the first two.
Operation Holland was recognized as
risky but, at the same time, the
most promising strategically. Operation
Liége-Aachen was deemed a good ex-
ercise of the forward double envelop-
ment and the possible payoff very large
—the destruction of the enemy in the
Aachen salient. In conversation with
Jodl on g October, Hitler plumped for
a two-pronged envelopment, setting in

chain what would become a bitter con-
troversy between his views and those of
his major field commanders. When, two
days later, Jodl produced a draft plan
and operation overlay for Hitler’s in-
spection, the favored solution seems to
have been contained in Operation Liége-
Aachen with emphasis on a main effort
to be made through the Ardennes and
Eifel. As Schramin soberly puts it: “Sys-
tematic re-examination confirmed that
the area selected by the Fuehrer actually
was the most promising on the whole
Western Front.”

The scoffer may feel that such a solu-
tion by junior officers was predestined.
And, although the planning staffs in
1940 had been able to introduce radical
changes into the Hitler scheme of ma-
neuver, perhaps such independent staff
operation no longer was possible, or at
least politic. There was no high-placed
and unbiased professional testimony,
however, to negate this decision by the
colonels and lieutenant colonels who
vetted the Hitler concept. Rundstedt,
despite a deep-burning personal desire
to detach his name from the final offen-
sive and a professional contempt for the
failure to recognize the paucity of means
for the mission assigned him, would
later say of the Ardennes Campaign and
Hitler’s share in its formulation: “The
operational idea as such can almost be
called a stroke of genius.”

Hitler now accepted both of the rec-
ommended solutions and ordered prep-
aration of a new draft synthesizing the
two. This concept of a double envelop-
ment with the two prongs of the attack
originating far apart and casting a wide
net as they moved to a meeting would
be known to the German staffs as the
“Grand Slam” (the American command-
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ers were not the only military bridge
players) or the “Big Solution.” Although
Jodl and the WFSt often were charged
by subordinate headquarters as having
no realization of the difficulties under
which the outnumbered German troops
were battling, here appears to be one
case in which the planning staff was
thoroughly aware that the means were
not and could not be adequate to the
grandiose object of the Big Solution.
Without the support of the field com-
manders, as yet not involved in the
planning, Jodl dared not, or at least pre-
ferred not, to gainsay the Fuehrer’s pro-
posal. The argument at this point was
on the location of the southern boundary
of the main attack force. Hitler held
for the line Wasserbillig, Arlon, and
the north bank of the Semois River. The
staff proposal was more modest in the
area assigned the attack, the southern
boundary originating near Diekirch,
passing north of Martelange to Neufcha-
teau, thence turning northwest to Givet.

Ten days after the initial staff pre-
sentation Jodl was back to hand Hitler
the revised outline plan or Aufmarschan-
weisung. The Aufmarschanweisung, in
German practice, was a directive con-
taining the basic parts of the plan, the
guiding principles to be followed in
developing and implementing the plan,
and general instructions as to procedure.
From this, more detailed planning nor-
mally was undertaken by the headquar-
ters assigned to carry out the operation.
Even before Hitler gave the final nod,
the chiefs of staff of the two major field
commands concerned (as yet unaware
that a counteroffensive was in the offing)
were called to the East Prussian head-
quarters. General der Kavellerie Sieg-
fried Westphal, from OB West, and

General der Infanterie Hans Krebs,
chief of Model's Army Group B staff,
reported at the Wolf's Lair on the
morning of 22 October.? They hardly
could have expected a pleasant recep-
tion: the embattled city of Aachen had
fallen to the Americans, and they had
the unpleasant task of pressing OKW
for a favorable answer to Rundstedt’s
repeated—and unanswered—requests for
more divisions to prevent an Allied
breakthrough to the Ruhr.

Scarcely had salutes been exchanged
when the two generals were asked to
sign a pledge binding them to secrecy
in regard to a mysterious operation
Wacht am Rhein (Watch on the Rhine).
If this plan should leak out they would
be shot! Westphal and Krebs were in
the toils of a security system as care-
fully conceived and executed as the com-
bined vigilance of the armed forces and
the Gestapo could make it. Wacht am
Rhein was a cover name, chosen to give
the impression that the plan was for a
defense at the Rhine. An alternate and
more commonly used formula, the
Abwehrschlacht im Westen (Defensive
Battle in the West) had the same intent
and the added advantage that it had
been used to describe the Dbattles
around Aachen.

Probably the two generals were greatly
heartened—and surprised—when they
were handed a long list of troops sched-
uled to arrive on the Western Front at
the end of November and in early
December. At noon, for the first time,
they reported to Hitler who was holding

3The German term Oberbefehlshaber West,
which may mean either the Commander in Chief
West or his headquarters, has been rendered as
OB WEST when it refers to the headquarters and
as C-in-C West when it refers to the person,
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his daily conference. When the confer-
ence was finished, Westphal and Krebs
found themselves in a second and much
smaller meeting, with Hitler himself
conducting the briefing on an astound-
ing plan for a counteroffensive to be
undertaken in the Army Group B area.

This attack, said Hitler, was designed
to surround and destroy the British and
American forces north of the line Bas-
togne-Brussels-Antwerp. It would be
carried out in two phases: the first phase
to close the attacking force along the
Meuse River and seize bridgeheads; the
second phase to culminate in the cap-
ture of Antwerp. (Neither here nor
later is there evidence of any detailed
planning as to what should be done once
Antwerp fell.) Army Group B would
have three armies for the attack: the
Fifth and Sixth Panzer Armies would
be in the van; the Seventh Army would
be echeloned to the rear so as to cover
the exposed southern flank of the attack
wedge. Two target dates were fixed, 20
November for the end of all prepara-
tions, 25 November for the beginning
of the offensive. The latter date had
been selected by Dr. Schuster and his
meteorologists in answer to the Fuehrer’s
demand for a period in which at least
ten days of continuous bad weather and
poor visibility might be expected. Such
a stretch of poor flying weather would
ground the superior Allied air forces.
Furthermore, the target date coincided
with the new moon, a help in reducing
the effectiveness of Allied night raids.

Westphal and Krebs then heard that
they could count on 18 infantry and 12
armored or mechanized divisions “for
planning purposes.” This windfall of
reinforcements included 13 infantry
divisions, 2 parachute divisions, and 6

panzer-type divisions from the OKW
strategic reserve. But g infantry and 6°
panzer divisions would have to be with-
drawn by OB WEST from the already
weakened Western Front and re-formed
before taking their place in the coming
offensive. (This was hardly pleasant
news since OB WEST possessed only g
panzer divisions in its entire theater of
operations.) Hitler then recapitulated
the additional reinforcements which had
been listed in the morning: 5 motorized
antiaircraft (flak) regiments from the
Luftwaffe, 12 Volks artillery corps, 10
rocket projector (Werfer) brigades, plus
a host of army troops. '

It may be that Hitler sensed some
skepticism on the part of the two visi-
tors, and it is probable that he remem-
bered past promises of reinforcements
which had never arrived; whatever the
reason, he added his personal assurance
that these units would be forthcoming.
Further, he gave his pledge that the
Luftwaffe would support the operation
with up to fifteen hundred fighters, of
which a hundred would be the new jet
planes, far superior to anything the
Allies could put in the air. As a clincher,
Generalfeldmarschall Wilhelm Keitel
then gave his word as an officer that
17,000 cubic meters (4,250,000 gallons)
of motor fuel would be available for the
attack, plus a special fifty-trainload am-
munition reserve, all this in excess of
current consumption. The two silent
generals were dismissed with the injunc-
tion that OB WEST must hold its front,
even at the cost of giving ground, with-
out committing a single one of the for-
mations earmarked for Wacht am Rhein,
and told that OB WEST should submit
a draft plan for the first phase of the
attack forthwith.,
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Back at the Ziegenberg headquarters
of OB WEST, Westphal recited the in-
structions he had received, then hastened
on to give Rundstedt his own appraisal
of the plan and the “politics” involved.
The plan to seize Antwerp was far too
ambitious for the forces available; the
time for preparation was far too short.
Since it was apparent that the whole
scheme was inspired by Hitler, OB
WEST probably would have no voice in
determining plans or in directing the
operation unless it could team up with
Jodl who, in Westphal’s opinion, was

FIELD MARSHAL VON RUNDSTEDT

wary of the Big Solution proposed by
Hitler.
Rundstedt had to act quickly if OB

WEST was to make its views known.
With the penalty for a security failure
so immediate, only the operations officer,
Generalleutnant Bodo Zimmermann, the
chief of Supply and Administration,
Generalleutnant Friedrich John, and one
aide were let in on the secret. The next
step was to call a conference for 24
October (it now was late on the 24th)
at the Army Group B headquarters near
Krefeld. In the three nights and two days
remaining, the little group at OB WEST
would prepare an operations plan; to
this the code name Martin was assigned.
The part played by Rundstedt dur-
ing the prelude to the Ardennes Cam-
paign and in its denoument needs some
explanation. An aloof, nonpolitical of-
ficer of the old Prussian school, Rund-
stedt by reason of age and prestige stood
at the apex of the German officer caste
system. He had survived Hitler’s dis-
favor, incurred during his first tour as
Commander in Chief West, then had
been brought back from semiretirement
to take over his old post at a time when
the German armies in the west were
everywhere in retreat. Rundstedt’s posi-
tion in the autumn of 1944 was exceed-
ingly difficult. He was treated correctly
by Hitler, Keitel, Jodl, and the others in
the OKW, but was regarded as too old
and too lukewarm toward National
Socialism to merit anything more than
the outer forms of respect. Advice from
Rundstedt was consistently pigeonholed
by Jodl or brushed aside by Hitler, ex-
cept in those rare cases when Jodl found
it expedient to quote Rundstedt, the
field commander, in support of a posi-
tion being developed by the WFSt.
The relations between Rundstedt and
his chief subordinate, Model, comman-
der of Army Group B, were correct but
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not cordial. After the suicide of Kluge,
both the supreme ground command in
the west, OB WEST, and that of Army
Group B had been united on Model’s
shoulders. Rundstedt’s return to the
Western Front ostensibly was ordered to
relieve this untenable command situa-
tion. However, Hitler and his advisers
intended to keep the old field marshal
officially in leading strings. Model was
well aware of the limitations imposed on
Rundstedt. He himself was an ardent
Nazi, clever, ambitious, and much
younger than Rundstedt. Thus far Mo-
del had retained a high place in the
Fuehrer’s notoriously fickle favor. The
upshot seems to have been a kind of
truce between Rundstedt and Model in
which the younger field marshal de-
ferred to the elder, but in which the OB
WEST commander kept his place by
handling two-way communications be-
tween his subordinate headquarters,
Army Group B, and his superior head-
quarters, OKW, without overly much
interference or comment. Under such
strained circumstances OB WEST would
more and more assume the properties of
a rubber stamp, this becoming most ap-
parent during the actual operations in
the Ardennes.*

Whether or not Rundstedt’s views
would get an airing before Hitler, the
same sense of duty which compelled the
aging field marshal to remain in his
anomalous post also forced him to an
official expression of his military opin-

*The relations between Rundstedt and Model
are described by one of the latter’s staff officers,
Thuisko von Metzch, in an unpublished report
made for the Office of the Chief of Military
History in 1952. Charles V. P. von Luttichau,
Report on the Interview With Mr. Thuisko von
Metzsch [14-19 March 1g952] on Operations of

Army Group B and Its Role in the German
Ardennes Offensive, 1944. Copy in OCMH.

FieLp Marsaar MoDEL

ion. Sometime around 21 September
Rundstedt had advised OKW that the
ultimate objective for all strategy in the
west should be a counteroffensive to in-
flict a decisive defeat on the enemy. The
hope of such a strategy seems to have
evaporated in the smoke and dust of the
Aachen battle; by mid-October Rund-
stedt had a single thought, simply to hold
on. It may be that momentarily Rund-
stedt was fired by the plans which his
chief of staff brought back from the
Wolf’s Lair, but the field marshal was
too old and too experienced to expect
miracles. Although Rundstedt had rec-
ognized the merit of Hitler’s opera-
tional plan, from the very first he
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realized, as he later testified, that ‘“all,
absolutely all conditiors for the possible
success of such an offensive were lack-
ing.” 5

The weaknesses of the plan were di-
agnosed by Rundstedt and Westphal as
follows: sufficient force was not available
to attain the distant goal of Antwerp; the
German situation on the Western Front
was so precarious that it was question-
able whether the divisions slated for the
offensive could be kept out of the moil
of battle prior to D-day; the Allies might
launch an offensive of their own, “spoil-
ing” the German attack; the northern
and southern flanks of the offensive
would be dangerously open, the ex-
posure increasing with every mile gained

“in the advance; finally, there was a better

than average chance that all the attack
could produce would be a salient or
bulge of the Great War variety, consum-
ing too many German divisions in what
would be ultimately only a holding op-
eration. The solution, as seen by Rund-
stedt and Westphal, was to produce an
operations order which would be less
ambitious as to the terrain to be con-
quered and which would aim at maxi-
mum destruction of Allied forces with
minimum risk.

The OB WEST appraisal of Allied
strength, as set forth in Martin, ac-
corded the Allies a two to one superior-
ity. Although the front was relatively
quiet, the main Allied effort was recog-
nized as being directed against the flanks
of the German line (the Fifteenth Army
in the north and the Nineteenth Army
in the south). But the German long-

® Rundstedt Testimony, Trial of the Major War
Criminals Before the International Military Tri-
bunal (Nuremberg, 12 August 1946) vol. XXXI,

P- 29.

range estimate of Allied intentions pre-
dicted that the Allies first would attempt
to clear the Schelde estuary, as a pre-
liminary to opening the port of Antwerp,
and follow with a shift to the Venlo-
Aachen sector as a base for operations
against the Ruhr. Recognizing, there-
fore, that the Allied north wing with its
four armies was heavily weighted, Plan
Martin emphasized protection of  the
north flank of the attack, adding extra
divisions for this purpose and feeding in
a vital secondary attack by six divisions
debouching from the salient south of
Roermond.

The axis of the advance, as pro-
posed in Martin, would be Butgenbach-
Trois Ponts—Werbomont—Ourthe River—
a Meuse crossing north of the line Huy-
Antwerp. The Fifth and Sixth Panzer
Armies, right and left, would attack on
a narrow front, the main strength of the
two armies driving between Simmerath
and Bleialf on a front of only twenty-five
miles. This was the salient feature of the
Rundstedt plan: a heavy concentration
for breakthrough on a narrow front. The
area selected for the thrust of this sharp,
narrow wedge offered the best tank go-
ing to be found; no rivers need be
crossed by the main attack until the
Ourthe was reached. Flank cover would
be given by the advance of the Fifteenth
Army in the north and the Seventh
Army in the south. The secondary attack
from the Roermond sector, heavy with
armor, would effect a juncture with the
main advance near Liege.

Plan Martin, then, exemplified Rund-
stedt’s desire to design and cut a coat
matching the amount of cloth he ex-
pected to have. He wanted immediate
results, to be won by a quick break-
through on a narrow front, with the
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entire field of battle reduced consider-
ably in size from the maneuver area
envisaged in the original Hitler direc-
tive. The simultaneous secondary thrust
from the Roermond salient was regarded
by Rundstedt as essential to the OB
WEST plan.

At Fichtenhain near Krefeld, in a
group of modern buildings which had
been erected as a nursing home for alco-
holics, Field Marshal Model and a small
fragment of his army group staff also
busied themselves with an answer to the
Hitler directive. Despite his avowed
loyalty to the party and Fuehrer, Model’s
reaction to Krebs’ report had been caus-
tic in the extreme: “This plan hasn’t got
a damned leg to stand on.” ¢ Antwerp,
in Model’s opinion, was beyond reach
without more forces than were available.

As Rundstedt had done, Model pro-
ceeded to whittle away at the grandiose
plan which had come from the Wolf’s
Lair. Even more than OB WEST, Model
and his staff feared the Allied threat in
the Aachen sector. Sensitive to this and
anxious to concentrate as much of the
limited means as possible in the main
punch, Model at once rejected the idea
of a two-pronged attack. The Army
Group B plan, called Herbstnebel (au-
tumn fog), assigned the armored forma-
tions which Rundstedt intended to
employ in the secondary thrust from
Roermond to a general reserve in the
Diiren area; from there this armor could
be thrown in as the second wave of the
main drive, or, if need be, rushed to
bolster the defenses in the Aachen sector.

The Herbstnebel plan called for a
single powerful thrust on a front about
forty miles wide, the breakthrough to be

¢Interv, Luttichau with Metzsch, 14~19 Mar je.

achieved between the Hiirtgen Forest
and Liitzkampen with the Fifth and
Sixth Panzer Armies leading the attack.
On the left wing the Seventh Army
would not make an immediate advance
as in the OB WEST maneuver, but
would follow in the track of the Sixth
Panzer Army as a second wave. In con-
trast to the wedge formation advocated
by OB WEST for the main thrust, in
which forces echeloned to the rear would
develop a kind of snowplow effect roll-
ing back the enemy on the flanks, the
Army Group B maneuver represented a
mechanized and motorized version of the
Napoleonic carré in which the main dis-
position for the rupture of the enemy
position was a square with two forma-
tions abreast in the lead and two
formations following on the same axis.
The weight accorded the main thrust by
the two panzer armies was about the
same in both plans; both would employ
seven armored divisions, but Model pro-
vided thirteen infantry divisions as com-
pared with Rundstedt’s ten.

The two plans finally were presented
on 27 October in a joint conference at
Fichtenhain. On this occasion the gen-
erals nominated to command the par-
ticipating armies (General der Pan-
zertruppen Hasso-Eccard von Man-
teuffel, Generaloberst der Waffen-SS
Josef “Sepp” Dietrich, and General der
Panzertruppen Erich Brandenberger)
joined the OB WEST and Army Group
B commanders and their chiefs of staff.
In an initial briefing by Rundstedt, the
problems of cover and deception were
enumerated with solutions about the
same as those employed in the final op-
eration. Cover would be based on the
idea, Defensive Battle in the Waest.
Deception would aim at attracting the
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attention of the enemy to the sector
northwest of Cologne where the assem-
bly of troops and supplies would be made
openly and in daylight, the whole ruse
abetted by an increase in radio traffic.

After a meeting that lasted several
hours, Model agreed to submit a new
army group plan incorporating most of
OB WEST’s Martin study. Actually
Model and Rundstedt found themselves
in accord on only one point, that the
Hitler scheme for seizing Antwerp was
too ambitious and that there was no pur-
pose to plans carrying beyond the Meuse
River. Quite independently, or so it
would appear, the two headquarters had
arrived at the Small Solution, or the en-
velopment of the enemy east of the
Meuse River. The fact that Model was
violently opposed to the Fuehrer’s solu-
tion and thus could expect no support
from OKW may have made him more
amenable to Rundstedt’s exercise of the
command decision. When the revised
Model plan arrived at OB WEST head-
quarters on 28 October, it followed the
general outline of the Martin plan. All
of this work was preparatory to the re-
ceipt of further instructions promised by
Jodl. These arrived at OB WEST head-
quarters by special courier during the
night of 2 November.

The Big Solution

JodI's preliminary plan had gone to
Hitler on 21 October. The directive now
handed the C-in-C West had been signed
and dispatched from the Wolf’s Lair on
1 November. Why this delay in issuing
the directive? Jodl and Hitler met sev-
eral times a day. There was no need to
wait for information coming from lower

headquarters. Time, it was obvious to
all, was running out. '

There is only one explanation for this
surprising delay and it is supported by
what is known of the working relation-
ship between the Fuehrer and the chief
of his planning staff. Probably one can-
not say that the whole of this extended
period was devoted to argument; that
would have been inadmissible to Hitler
and not in keeping with Jodl’s character.
But it is known that the two men were
in fundamental disagreement on the ob-
jective of the planned counteroffensive.
Jodl's technique would have been to
postpone the final drafting and dispatch
of the directive while he and Buttlar-
Brandenfels tried to “sell” Hitler, push-
ing a little at a time but withdrawing
when storm warnings appeared.

This conflict of ideas, for it hardly can
be called a personal controversy, saw the
Small Solution opposed to the Big Solu-
tion, or Grand Slam. The point of disa-
greement had risen when Hitler com-
bined into one the two separate plans
favored by the WFSt: the attack from
Venlo to seize Antwerp, and the double
envelopment of Liége by pincers from
northern Luxembourg and from the
Aachen area. Jodl and his aides had in-
tended that the forces available would be
employed in one of the favored plans and
one only. A sweeping enlargement on the
original WFSt concept, such as Hitler
demanded, would require perhaps twice
as many new divisions on the Western
Front as the twenty-one that were to be
provided from the OKW strategic re-
serve.

Jodl seems to have had no hesitation
about setting the two alternatives before
Hitler. First, he could go ahead with the
Big Solution, aiming at the seizure of
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Antwerp and the encirclement and de-
struction of the Allied forces north of the
line Bastogne-Brussels-Antwerp. This
would require a drastic revision of Ger-
man strategy on all fronts. Combat
divisions would have to be stripped from
the Eastern Front in particular and
given to OB WEST. Replacements and
supplies for other fronts than the west
would have to be reduced to a mere
trickle. Obviously ground would have to
be surrendered elsewhere if the great
attack in the west were to be successful;
therefore local commanders must be al-
lowed to make their own decisions as to
retrograde movement. (Surely Hitler
must have gagged on this item.) This
was not all. Jodl and Buttlar-Brandenfels
recommended extreme measures to
wring the extra divisions which the Big
Solution required out of the German
people. The Third Reich would have to
be turned into a fortress under martial
law, with total mobilization of men,
women, and children—a step which was
not taken in fact until the spring of 1945.
If Hitler would not adopt the extreme
measures needed to implement the Big
Solution with an adequate number of
new divisions, then he should accept the
alternate or Small Solution. In this the
object would be the seizure of Liége and
the envelopment of those enemy forces
east of the Meuse in the sector roughly
demarcated by Givet (on the Meuse) in
the south, and Sittard (twenty miles
northeast of Aachen) in the north.
Hitler ridiculed the Small Solution as
nothing but a half measure which could
produce no real success. At the same time
he was unwilling to adopt the stern meas-
ures necessary to make the Big Solution
a success. Despite all protestations that
the final battle would be won or lost in

the west, the Fuehrer could not bring
himself to take troops from the Eastern
Front and stake everything on a quick
decision in the west. Stubbornly, Hitler
adhered to Antwerp as the goal of the
attack and the proposition that it could
be achieved with only those thirty divi-
sions or so which could be raised by
OKW or saved out of the ruck by OB
WEST.

By the-end of October it must have
been apparent to Jodl that Hitler could
not be moved, nor could the letter
of instruction to the C-in-C West be
longer delayed. The Fuehrer instruc-
tions signed on 1 November were sent
to Rundstedt with a brief covering letter
dictated by Jodl. Two sentences from
Jodl warned Rundstedt that Hitler had
plumped irrevocably for the Big Solu-
tion: “The venture for the far-flung
objective [Antwerp] is unalterable al-
though, from a strictly technical stand-
point, it appears to be disproportionate
to our available forces. In our present
situation, however, we must not shrink
from staking everything on one card.” 7

Rundstedt’s answer, sent to Jodl on 3
November, followed the German mili-
tary tradition by which a commander
was entitled to state his objection to
orders for the record. The forces avail-
able for Wacht am Rhein, he wrote,
were “extremely weak in comparison to
the enemy and the zone of action”; then
he voiced his “‘grave doubts whether it
would be possible to hold the ground
won, unless the enemy is completely de-
stroyed.” ® But these words for the record
ended Rundstedt’s efforts for a more

7Ltr, Jodl to Westphal, 1.Nov 44, OB WEST,
KTB Anlage 50, vol. 1, pp. 30-31.

8 Ltr, Rundstedt to Jodl, § Nov 44, OB WEST,
KTB Anlage 5o, vol. 1, pp. 47-50.
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reasonable plan; he refused to appeal to
Hitler in person, as Westphal urged, on
the ground that it was futile to expect a
favorable hearing from the Fuehrer.

A Double Envelopment?

Closely linked with the Big Solution
was the question of the form in which
the attack should be delivered. The Hit-
ler concept called for a single thrust on
a wide front; this broad zone of action,
so the argument ran, would make it dif-
ficult for the enemy to concentrate his
forces for a riposte. When the Allies
commenced to react, and only then, a
secondary attack would be launched in
the north from the Venlo area by two
army corps under Army Group H (Stu-
dent). Rundstedt, on the other hand,
hoped to deny the enemy the ability to
mass for a counterthrust by employing a
double envelopment, the two prongs of
the attack moving simultaneously from
their jump-off positions. His reply, on
3 November, to the OKW instructions
was phrased most carefully, but despite
the protestation that the points of dif-
ference between the OKW and OB
WEST plans were ‘“‘unessential,” Rund-
stedt made clear his opinion that a con-
centric maneuver was a must:

It is a requisite that a powerful [sec-
ondary] attack be launched from the area
Susteren-Geilenkirchen simultaneously with
the [main attack] of Sixth SS Panzer, Fifth
Panzer and Seventh Armies; otherwise the
destruction of the strong [Allied] forces
already concentrated in the Sittard-Liége-
Monschau triangle cannot be achieved.?

Rundstedt then politely bowed in the
direction of Hitler’'s scheme for the
follow-up attack in Holland: ‘“‘After

° Ibid.

successful execution [of this operation],
strong forces will be free for deployment
in one of two possible courses of action
depending upon the situation; either in
support of the attack of Army Group
Student, or in a northward thrust via
Maastricht.” 10

Although Model and Army Group B
were not consulted in the preparation
of this answer from Rundstedt to Jodl,
the army group planners made haste to
repudiate any plan for a simultaneous
two-pronged attack. The force making
up the northern arm in Rundstedt’s
scheme, the XII §S Corps, was too weak
to carry through a simultaneous second-
ary attack; nor would Model agree to
further reduction of the main effort as
a step in beefing up the northern thrust.
The OB WEST chief of staff could do
no more than note this disclaimer from
the subordinate headquarters: “The
simultaneous attack of the XII §S Corps
is regarded as essential by Field Mar-
shal von Rundstedt for the purpose of
tying down [the enemy]. Considering
the weakness of our forces, OKW is of
the same opinion as you. We will have to
await a decision.” 1

This came four days later in the
Fuehrer’s operations directive of 10
November. Quite obviously Rundstedt’s
plea for the double envelopment had
gone unheeded. Indeed, Hitler seems to
have taken upon himself the task of bury-
ing this idea, for the copy of the opera-
tions directive prepared for his signature
has a sentence inserted after the main
text was typed: “In this sector [reference
is being made to the Fifteenth Army
which Hitler had assigned the mission

1 Ibid.

1 Ltr, Westphal to Krebs, 6 Nov 44, OB WEST,
KTB Anlage so0, vol. 1, pp. 67-70.
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of holding attacks on the northern flank ]
the enemy must not be warned in ad-
vance by secondary attacks.”!* The
simultaneous attack in the north thus
was forbidden, its place to be taken by
a series of holding attacks at some un-
specified time in the dim and distant
final phases of the projected operation.
It appeared that Rundstedt’s concen-
tric attack had followed the Small Solu-
tion into limbo. Certainly the OB WEST
commander showed no readiness to de-
fend his brain-child after the Hitler
edict. Model, however, stood in a some-
what more favored position wvis-d-vis
Jodl and Hitler as befitted a field mar-
shal who was a rabidly loyal Nazi. Cir-
cumstances NOw were in conspiracy to
make Model the ball carrier for the OB
WEST two-pronged attack, which he
had disavowed, and for the Small Solu-
tion, supposedly dead and buried.
The plans and preparations prelim-
inary to the Ardennes counteroffensive,
it must be recognized, were not produced
in a vacuum, The war in the west, some-
what somnolent during October, had
flared up again in November with the
U.S. Third Army attack in the Metz
sector and the combined offensive which
the U.S. First and Ninth Armies had
launched on 16 November with the in-
tention of breaking through the German
defenses east of Aachen and driving to
the Rhine.?* The latter operation, desig-
nated ' by the Germans as the Third
Battle of Aachen but known to Ameri-

2 OKW Operation Directive of 10 Nov 44, OB
WEST, KTB Anlage 50, vol I, pp. g5-104.

®¥On the attacks made by the U.S. First and
Third Armics in November 1944 see Charles B.
MacDonald, The Siegfried Line Campaign,
UNITED STATES ARMY IN WORLD WAR II
(Washington, 1963) and Cole, The Lorraine Cam-

paign.

cans as the Battle of the Hiirtgen Forest,
had been forecast with bitter foreboding
in Model’s headquarters. On the very
first day of the new Aachen offensive,
Model proposed a limited operation
against the northern wing of the U.S.
First Army using troops which had been
earmarked for Wacht am Rhein. The
OB WEST and Army Group B com-
manders now were able to forget their
personal differences and the animosities
engendered between their respective
staffs in pursuit of the common object:
the acceptance by Hitler of some type of
Small Solution in which the means were
appropriate to the end. Rundstedt’s for-
warding letter, sent to Jodl on 18 No-
vember while German losses in the
Aachen battle were skyrocketing, backed
Model to the hilt: “A surprise attack
directed against the weakened enemy,
after the conclusion of his unsuccessful
breakthrough attempts in the greater
Aachen area, offers the greatest chance of
success.” * To achieve this, wrote Rund-
stedt, he as the OB WEST commander
must be given an absolutely free hand in
determining when the attack should be
made. He wrote this at a time when it
was evident to all that Hitler intended
to keep every such decision in his own
hands. Was the old Prussian field mar-
shal encouraged to fly in the face of the
Fuehrer directive because the young
Nazi field marshal was at his side? Or
did some sense of obligation to the uni-
form he had worn for fifty-four years
impel Rundstedt to make a last effort to
give the German troops who would take
part in the coming battle the best pos-
sible chance of success?

3 Ltr, Rundstedt to Jodl, 18 Nov 44, OB WEST,
KTB Anlage so, vol. I, pp. 152-59.
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By 20 November, divisions earmarked
for Wacht am Rhein were in the line
east of Aachen, and it appeared that still
others would have to be used against
Patton at Metz. On this date Model
again enlisted Rundstedt’s support to
brace Hitler. This time Model specific-
ally asked for an improvised limited
double envelopment to destroy the four-
teen Allied divisions in the Aachen sec-
tor. Model argued that the attack he
proposed would give as much tactical and
psychological success as Wacht am Rhein,
and that the destruction of such a large
number of Allied divisions would be a
necessary prerequisite for success in any
future attack like Wacht am Rhein. Ap-
parently the two Western Front com-
manders were trying to drive a bargain
with the Fuehrer: let us undertake a
limited double envelopment in the
Aachen area which will put us at the
Meuse and eat up the enemy reserves;
thereafter, we will be in a position to
regroup, bring fresh forces (not now
available) forward, and undertake the
drive to Antwerp. But Hitler would not
bargain. The answer, relayed by Jodl on
22 November, was abrupt: “Preparations
for an improvisation will not be made.”” 3

The workings of a dictatorship in a
large and complex society are devious
and hard to fathom. Hitler had degraded
and executed German generals in the
cruelest fashion while Rundstedt and the
German Officer Corps stood passively by.
A vocal inflection, a doubting word, had
been enough to break famous field com-
manders. The great General Staff was in
complete disgrace, suffering constant rid-
icule from Hitler in craven silence. In-

® Msg, Jodl to Rundstedt, 22 Nov 44, OB WEST,
KTB Anlage 5o, vol. 11, p. 12. (Quotation is from
Hitler.)

structions issued by Hitler for the con-
duct of operations were in such detail
that field commanders of the stature of
Rundstedt and Model lacked the author-
ity to move units as small as divisions.
Whenever a field commander appeared
at the Wolf’s Lair he found the atmos-
phere formal and chilling. The
imputation of cowardice and treason
was commonplace. Despite all this, the
Fuehrer’s personal dictatorship suffered
the limitations and strictures which seem
to be a part of all modern dictatorships.
The armies under his command had
suffered reverses and his personal pres-
tige as war lord had declined. The
generals who had been raised to power
by the Nazi party as Nazis could not be
broken without weakening the dictator-
ship of the party. Finally, the number of
generals with proven ability and public
prestige, at this stage of the war, was
relatively small. Even the Supreme War
Lord would have to listen to men of
prestige who had the courage to risk his
disfavor.

Jodl visited OB WEST headquarters
on 26 November, only to find that Rund-
stedt and Model were determined to
cling to the Small Solution and the con-
cept of concentric attack. Once again
Hitler handed down his edict: “There
will be absolutely no change in the

~ present intentions.” But Model was tena-

cious. Taking advantage of a conference
which Hitler called in Berlin on 2 De-
cember, Model brought forward his
heavy artillery: Sepp Dietrich, Hitler’s
old crony, and “Little” Manteuffel, the
panzer general with the big reputation,
both supporters of the Small Solution.
Still Hitler refused to budge. One last
attempt to win over the Fuehrer was
made four days later when Rundstedt
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and Model submitted their final draft of
the operations order for Wacht am
Rhein. The accompanying map showed
a second prong to the attack, this carried
as in the first OB WEST plan by the
XII SS Corps. Again Hitler rejected the
suggestion.

In the final version of the operations

order for the counteroffensive, approved
by Hitler on 9 December, the scope and
ultimate objective were exactly as they
had been conceived by Hitler and pre-
sented to the OB WEST and Army
Group B chiefs of staff when these offi-
cers were initiated in the plan on 22
October.



CHAPTER III

Troops and Terrain

The Order of Battle

During the long-drawn debate over
the extent of the counteroffensive, the
objective, and the attack form to be em-
ployed, the order of battle for Wacht am
Rhein took form. This also led to dif-
ferences of opinion and interpretation.
How should the armies be aligned? What
forces, missions, and zones should be
assigned to each particular army? How
many divisions, armored and infantry,
would be available for use in the attack?
The answers to these and like questions
turned on the “Solution” adopted and
the maneuver employed but will be set
forth independently in an attempt to
bring some order out of the confused
interplay between Hitler, Jodl, Rund-
stedt, and Model.

When the representatives of OB
WEST and Army Group B first heard
of the Defensive Battle in the West, the
Fuehrer had given Model, as the com-
mander directly charged with the opera-
tion, three armies: the Fifth and Sixth
Panzer Armies and the Seventh Army.
Subsequently Hitler added the Fifteenth
Army for a special role, although it
would appear that he did not intend to
take the Fifteenth away from Army
Group Student until after the battle was
joined. At the time Westphal and Krebs
rejoined their respective headquarters
they were in possession of a rather gen-

eral plan of maneuver and a list of
divisions numbering 29. Hitler had per-
sonally promised go divisions, of which
12 were to be armored. From this point
forward there would be a constant ques-
tion posed in each draft plan: how many
divisions and which divisions? By 1
November, as planning progressed, the
Hitler-Jodl estimate of the divisions
which could be employed rose to g9, of
which 13 would be armored. On the
other hand the estimates fed into the
successive OB WEST planning papers
revolved between 29 and g1 divisions,
with 12 armored divisions as a constant.
It is the one extra panzer unit found in
the OKW order of battle which fur-
nishes the key to the conundrum as to
the number of divisions. This unit, the
215t Panzer Division, belonged to Army
Group G and was committed as a roving
halfback, stiffening those parts of the
line where attacks by the Third and
Seventh U.S. Armies threatened to
penetrate. Rundstedt knew that the
21st simply could not be stripped from
the German south flank, already pre-
cariously thin. His list of “available”
divisions, therefore did not name those
divisions already fully committed in
sectors where the Allied threat loomed
large. Be it noted, then, that the Hitler-
Jodl listing of available divisions did not
contain a single new formation (from
the Eastern Front or Italy for example)
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but simply reckoned on withdrawing
more divisions from other sectors of the
Western Front and throwing them into
the counteroffensive force.

Fancy footwork in extending the
length of the order of battle at OKW
had a direct correlation with the align-
ment of forces laid down in Hitler’s
letter of instructions on 1 November. In
this the Sixth Panzer Army would be
deployed on the right or north flank of
the attack formation and would make
the main effort. In the center would be
the Fifth Panzer Army; on the left the
Seventh Army. This disposition was
“unalterable.” The decision to let the
Sixth Panzer Army gather the largest
sheaf of laurel leaves, if any, was politi-
cally inspired. Its commander, Sepp
Dietrich, was high in the party and the
panzer divisions assigned for the attack
were SS divisions. Hitler’s letter on 1
November calls Dietrich’s command the
Sixth SS Panzer Army, a Freudian slip
for this army did not officially bear the
title SS and would not for some time to
come. The question at issue, however,
was the location of the Sixth Panzer
Army. Rundstedt wanted the main effort
to be launched in the center and so
wished to reverse the position of the two
panzer armies in the final deployment.
But this was only one of several points
at which the deployment outlined by
OB WEST in the Martin plan (as
finally agreed to by Model) differed
from that given by Hitler’s 1 November
letter of instructions. |(See Map 1.)

The Hitler-Jodl plan provided for an
attack to be carried by the three armies
of Army Group B advancing abreast.
Plan Martin placed the Seventh Army
to the left and rear of the two assault
armies with its northern corps advancing

behind the southern wing of the attack.
Correspondingly, the Hitler-Jodl attack
issued from an attack front sixty-five
miles wide; the Martin attack took off
from a forty-mile-wide base. In the first
case the southern terminus of the pene-
tration would be Grevenmacher; in
Martin this terminus was set at Dasburg.
Where the Hitler-Jodl attack moved
straight through the Belgian Ardennes,
that outlined in Martin skimmed the
northern edge of the Ardennes. Of the
thirteen panzer divisions listed by Hitler
and Jodl, only four would be thrown into
the first wave with six following in the
second wave. The remaining three were
to be held out for later employment in
the holding attacks planned for Army
Group Student. In Martin, contrariwise,
Rundstedt put all of the panzer divisions
he counted as available (twelve in num-
ber) in the first attack wave. As to
reserves, the Hitler-Jodl order of battle
counted four divisions in this category
but provided for their commitment as
the third wave of the attack. Rundstedt,
far more concerned than OKW with the
potential weakness of the southern flank,
would assemble the three divisions of his
reserve along the southern boundary of
the expanding salient.

When, on 10 November, Hitler signed
the operation directive Wacht am Rhein,
it became clear that Rundstedt’s Plan
Martin had been sunk without trace.
This was nowhere more evident than in
the order of battle. The revised Hitler-
Jodl list gave an impressive total of 4
armies (the Fifteenth had been added),
11 army corps, and 38 divisions (15
motorized and mechanized and 23 infan-
try), plus 9 Volks artillery corps and 7
Volks Werfer brigades. By what sleight
of hand had Jodl and the WFSt been able
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to raise divisions for the counteroffensive
which the Western Front commanders
could not see? The answer is found in a
combination of self-mesmerism at Hit-
ler’s headquarters and a kind of double
entry order of battle. The assignment of
the Fifteenth Army, fighting in the
Aachen battle, theoretically added six
divisions to the attacking force. The
Fifteenth Army, however, was not to be
employed until the Allies had reacted in
force to the German attack, and in any
case could not be expected to launch a
large-scale attack until the Allied front
east of Aachen had been drastically de-
nuded of troops. Furthermore, the actual
count of divisions in the Fifteenth Army
was deceptive. Two of the divisions (the
49th Infantry and 246th Volks Grena-
dier) had been merged, the 49th being
deactivated. This merger had been re-
ported to the WFSt but the 49th con-
tinued on the Hitler-Jodl list. Another
organization listed, the 89th Infantry
Division, amounted to the strength of a
single rifle battalion. Both OB WEST
and Army Group B had asked for its
disbandment, but this request was re-
fused at the Fuehrer level.

An error of potentially greater import
existed in the listing of three panzer-type
divisions supposedly to come from other
sectors of the Western Front. Rund-
stedt’s protest against the nomination of
the 215t Panzer Division as ‘“available”
has already been noted. Also tied down
by the Allied attacks on the Army Group
G front was the 17th SS Panzer Grena-
dier Division. In addition, the roth SS
Panzer Division, involved in the fight
east of Aachen, had a very limited com-
bat capability. But when Model at-
tempted to replace this formation with
a green parachute division, OKW turned

35

down the relief because the second divi-
sion was ticketed for Wacht am Rhein.
In effect the felony was compounded in-
sofar as the three panzer-type divisions
were concerned. Not only was it very un-
likely that they could be taken out of
sectors where they already were hotly
engaged, but each was so weakened by
constant fighting—the 215t Panzer Divi-
ston and 17th SS Panzer Grenadier Divi-
sion. had been in line without a break
since the Allied invasion of Normandy—
that the two together no longer had the
combat value of a single full division.

The chain of events leading to the
issuance of the questionable Hitler-]Jodl
order of battle was vicious in its work-
ing—but the sequence was not ended.
Hitler had determined on a military so-
lution in which the means were not ade-
quate to the end desired. His comman-
ders at first had attempted to bring the
objective into some proper relation to
the available means. As a retort to these
efforts, Jodl and the WFSt had sup-
ported the Fuehrer scheme by an inflated
listing of additional available divisions.
The higher field commanders then
bowed to the inevitable, although they
personally were aware that the troop list
attached to the final operation directive
of 10 November was probably phony, or
at least highly suspect. The troop list
thereafter would be duplicated in army
group, army, corps, and division orders
and plans. Commanders and staffs in
lower echelons could have little or no
knowledge of the questionable basis of
the troop list. Each time the list was re-
produced it became more of a solid fact.
When a corps commander was informed
that he would be .given one of the divi-
sions whose availability originally had
been questioned by Rundstedt or Model,
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he accepted this as a fact and made his
plans accordingly. This was true at the
army level—and eventually even at the
headquarters of Army Group B. Con-
stant repetition would turn a hypothesis,
mendacious by origin, into a military
“fact.” There is a lesson here for those
who may be called upon to plan large-
scale military operations in the future.

The Allies Return to the Attack

Rundstedt’s immediate reaction to the
outline Fuehrer plan brought back to the
OB WEST headquarters by his chief of
staff on 24 October had been a caveat:
the entire project for a German counter-
offensive would have to be abandoned if
the Western Allies launched any large-
scale attack. Rundstedt was not simply
being cagey. He was worried by the gen-
eral quiet which had fallen over the
Western Front following the American
penetration of the West Wall outworks
at Aachen. He anticipated that the Allies
would make new attacks in the Aachen
and Metz sectors as soon as their divi-
sions were refitted and resupplied. The
C-in-C West especially feared a thrust
from the Aachen salient to the Ruhr and
had so advised Hitler, asking as was his
wont for reserves. Rundstedt’s request
for nine fresh divisions lay unanswered
in the files of OKW until Westphal
finally brought the news that OB WEST
would not be given the nine divisions
requested but instead would have to take
nine divisions out of the line in the west
and prepare them for use in the great
counteroffensive. To make matters very
much worse, OB WEST would lose two-
thirds of its armored and mechanized
troops during the rehabilitation period.

After the meeting with Model at

Fichtenhain, Rundstedt once again asked
for additional divisions to meet the im-
pending Allied attack and repeated the
warning that an Allied offensive would
cancel the German plans. This time (g
November) he specified the areas where
the attack would be made: it would be a
double thrust, one arm advancing from
the Aachen front in the direction of
Cologne, the other striking from the

.Metz sector toward Saarbriicken. Hit-

ler’s reply, telegraphed two days later,
was unsympathetic. Rundstedt must hold
with those divisions he had in the line.
Divisions listed for Wacht am Rhein
could be committed only if they became
involved in a fight while assembling in
their future attack positions, although an
exception could be made in the event
of Allied airborne landings. Otherwise
the commitment of any Wacht am Rhein
formation must have the express permis-
sion of the Fuehrer.

Rundstedt’s prediction of things to
come was made good when the U.S.
Third Army opened a two-corps attack
on 8 November. Within twenty-four
hours Hitler was in touch with OB
WEST, reminding Rundstedt that he
must keep his hands off the Wacht am
Rhein divisions even if this meant giving
ground all along the line. As a reassuring
note OKW expressed the hope that the
Allied attack would burn up divisions
which might otherwise face the German
counteroffensive.

Now the C-in-C West was responsible
for two types of Wacht am Rhein divi-
sions, those in the line which he must
relieve for rest and refitting, and those
which had been organized or rehabili-
tated in the Reserve Army and dis-
patched to Rundstedt’s command. The
weight of armor in the American attack
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east of Metz and the possibility that this
thrust would rupture the German south
wing at the joint between the First and
Nineteenth Armies, impelled Rund-
stedt to cling to those tanks which were
on the Army Group G front. This he did
in flat disobedience of direct orders
from OKW. He went a step further on
21 November and ordered the Panzer
Lehr Division out of its assembly area
and into a counterattack designed to
block the American XV Corps, whose
drive toward the Saverne Gap threat-
ened to separate the First and Nine-
teenth Armies. OKW ultimately agreed
to this use of Panzer Lehr, but then
called off the counterattack on 25 No-
vember. The responsible Western Front
commanders simply stalled the relief of
the Panzer Lehr until it was clear that
the division had suffered too much dam-
age to allow any further hope of success.

The upshot of the Allied offensive in
Lorraine was that two panzer-type divi-
sions scheduled for Wacht am Rhein be-
came irretrievably embroiled in the
losing battle being waged by Army
Group G, while the elite Panzer Lehr
Division limped back to its assembly area
much reduced in strength and with
badly shaken morale. None of the in-
fantry divisions engaged in the battles
east of Metz were scheduled for employ-
ment in the Ardennes, but the redeploy-
ment in the south of two divisions from
the Eifel sector necessitated the prema-
ture commitment of two Volks Grena-
dier divisions from the Replacement
Army as their relief. In addition the
American attack in Lorraine would cost
the Hitler offensive an entire Volks
artiller ; corps, two panzer brigades, and
two heavy antitank battalions.

The Third Battle of Aachen, begun

37

on 16 November, was even more threat-
ening in the eyes of OB WEST than the
Allied drive in Lorraine. Within twenty-
four hours the situation was so desperate
that Model threw in his only tactical
reserve, the XLVIII Panzer Corps. As
the German casualties mounted on the
Army Group B front, Rundstedt began
to bleed his north wing, taking one di-
vision after another from Army Group
Student. By 20 November the prospect
of an Allied breakthrough loomed so
large that the C-in-C West asked OKW
for the four reserve SS panzer divisions
which were being readied to carry the
main Ardennes attack by the Sixth
Panzer Army. His request was denied.
There ensued a tactical merry-go-
round catching up divisions all the way
from the Netherlands to Strasbourg.
Rundstedt would bring in one of the di-
visions which had been kept on ice for
the coming offensive, relieve a battered
division in the line, then in a few days
shuffle the relieving division back to a
reserve position close behind the line—
sometimes with OKW approval, but
more often without. Meanwhile the Ger-
man artillery was working desperately to
take the place of tactical air support—so
marked by its absence. As early as the
third day of the attack the light and
medium howitzers bolstering the Army
Group B positions were dipping into the
special ammunition stocks which had
been reserved by the Fuehrer for the
Ardennes battle and which bore his im-
print, Fuehrer Reserve. At the close of
the first week of fighting in the Aachen
area the German casualties there had
risen to 12,000. Replacements who had
been sent forward to reflesh the divisions
being reorganized for Wacht am Rhein
found themselves filling the gaping ranks
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of formations in the line. By the first
week of December the Aachen battle
had resulted in the direct commitment
or a cessation of training and rehabilita-
tion in the case of five panzer-type and
seven infantry divisions. An additional
six Volks artillery corps had been
tossed into the fray but, made up of
over-age reservists, they probably prof-
ited by this enforced training period.

It is hardly surprising that the impact
of the attacks around Aachen and Metz
should have further shaken Rundstedt’s
and Model’s already wavering belief in
the possibility of any large measure of
success for the Ardennes counteroffen-
sive. Model reacted more strongly than
Rundstedt, the latter fatigued by the
constant tug of war with OKW and more
and more adopting the resignation of
the aged. When Model again took up the
cudgels for the Small Solution, stress-
ing the paucity of forces left for the
counteroffensive, he sounded a prophetic
warning: “Should the attack be stopped
at the Meuse due to the lack of reserves
the only result will be a bulge in the
line and not the destruction of sizable
enemy forces [italics supplied]. . . .
The widely stretched flanks, especially
in the south, will only invite enemy
counteractions.” Hitler answered by as-
suring OB WEST that “the number of
units originally projected will be made
available.” This was on 247 November.
The initial target date for Wacht am
Rhein had come and gone; the Allied
November offensive had been a spoiling
attack in the true sense of the term,
albeit unwittingly so.

The German attack in the west
launched on 10 May 1940, in so many
respects the prototype for the 1944 coun-
teroffensive in the Ardennes, had been

postponed some sixteen times.! The
period of planning and preparation had
covered six and a half months. In 1939~
40, however, there was no pressing rea-
son to disturb the quiet of the “phony
war,” nor was the Third Reich seriously
threatened on the ground or in the air.
The summer disasters in 1944, on the
contrary, demanded immediate action to
recoup German losses and stave off an
immediate threat. There is no question
that Hitler’s selection of the target date
for the start of the offensive, 25 Novem-
ber 1944, was made with every intention
that the operation should begin in fact
before the end of November. Further-
more, Rundstedt and Model had ac-
cepted this date without official question,
despite the fact that it would leave them
only one month in which to make ready.
Rundstedt, however, had added a cau-
tionary note by reminding OKW that the
actual attack date would depend upon
the arrival of the panzer divisions in
their forward assembly positions and the
completion of ammunition and fuel
stockpiling in the concentration area.
There is some evidence that the
Fuehrer had chosen November not only
for its promise of poor flying weather
but also because he hoped to win a vic-
tory in the west and release divisions to
the Eastern Front before the beginning
of the annual Soviet winter offensive. If
s0, this second desideratum was not con-
sidered of really vital importance as
planning progressed. The operation di-
rective of 10 November in which Hitler
ordered that the concentration period be
ended by the 24th clearly referred to

1 The numerous postponements of the German
1940 offensive in the west were, for the most
part, the result of Hitler's injunction that the
attack be made in good flying weather.
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the weather and even included provisions
for a stop-order to arrest the concentra-
tion in midflight should the weather
suddenly turn fair. The concentration
for Wacht am Rhein, already in progress
when the U.S. Third Army reopened
large-scale fighting on the Western
Front, continued at a wobbly pace dur-
ing the second and third weeks of No-
vember. Eventually the impossibility of
relieving the attack divisions as sched-
uled and the delays wrought by the
temporary commitment of units like the
Panzer Lehr became so obvious as to
brook no denial—even by Hitler. His
postponement of the attack cannot be
pinpointed, but the word probably came
sometime after 23 November. On that
-date Model reported that of the armor
slated for Wacht am Rhein only the four
SS panzer divisions and the 2d Panzer
Division had escaped premature com-
mitment in the battles then raging. In
Model’s opinion—mark the date—the
other divisions could not be readied be-
fore 15 December.

The Terrain

The area through which Hitler chose
to launch his counteroffensive was, with
the exception of the Vosges, the most
difficult terrain on the entire line of the
Western Front. It consists of two major
parts, the Eifel and the Ardennes. Al-
though the whole is strewn with the
relics of castles and fortified churches,
there had been little military history en-
acted within this area before 1914.2 A

*The older military history of the Ardennes is
narrated on a somewhat antiquarian basis in Revue
Historique de 'dArmée, 1955, 1I° Année, Numéro 2.
For the 1940 campaign see L. Menu, Lumiére Sur
Les Ruines, Paris, 1953; also M. Fouillien and J.
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straight line between Paris and Berlin
will bisect the Eifel and Ardennes, but
the movement of armies during the cen-
turies normally had followed the easier
roads going around this area: in the
north via Liége-Maubeuge or the Flan-
ders plains, in the south via the Metz
gateway. On occasion the Ardennes and
Eifel had been used by large forces for
movement without fighting, battle being
joined at the natural defense lines of
the Meuse River west of the Ardennes,
or the Rhine River east of the Eifel.

In 1914, as part of the Schlieffen Plan,
three of the Imperial German armies
marched from the Eifel through the
Ardennes. Schlieffen had predicted that
the French would react to the pressure
of the heavy German right wing as it
swung through northern Belgium by
counterattacking into the flank via south-
eastern Belgium. It was an integral part
of the famous plan, therefore, that the
German right wing would be covered by
an extension through southern Belgium
and Luxembourg, and that the Ardennes
massif would be used, if needed, as a
bastion from which the French flanking
attack would be repelled. A portion of
the Second and all of the Third and
Fourth German Armies did advance
through southern Belgium and Luxem-
bourg, the march through the main por-
tion of the Ardennes being covered by
the rapid movement of Richthofen’s I
Cavalry Corps. French reaction was slow
and the tiny Belgian Army had been
drawn away to defend Liége and Brus-
sels. As a result the Germans marched
across the main body of the Ardennes
mass without a fight, the ultimate meet-
ing engagements with the French on 22

Bouhon, Mai
Bruxelles, n.d.

1940: La Bataille de Belgique,
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August taking place in the densely
wooded but less rugged segment of the
Ardennes (sometimes called the Forest
of Ardennes) close to the Belgian-French
border in the neighborhood of Neufcha-
teau and Virton.

In 1940 the Ardennes once again was
invaded and crossed by German troops,
the jangle of Richthofen’s squadrons
giving way to the roar and grind of
Kleist’s tanks. This time, at Hitler’s in-
sistence, the German maneuver departed
from the classic concept of Schlieffen,
the weight of the German attack being
thrown south of Liége rather than north,
while a narrow thrust replaced the blud-
geon strokes of a massive wheeling
movement. This main effort toward a
decisive breakthrough was launched
through a narrow corridor marked ap-
proximately by Bastogne in the north
and Arlon in the south; but the bulk of
three German armies debouched from
the Eifel and marched across the Ar-
dennes. As in 1914 the crossing of the
Ardennes massif was little more than a
route march, impeded ever so slightly
by brave but tragic and futile attempts
at resistance by the Belgian Chasseurs
Ardennais. Without detracting from the
courage of these few Belgians it is fair to
say that the Germans did not have to
fight before they reached the Meuse
River, and even there they experienced
little opposition. The German advance
through southern Belgium and Luxem-
bourg in 1914 had demonstrated that a
huge modern force could be concen-
trated via rail in the abrupt, broken
country of the Eifel, and from thence be
moved afoot or ahorse through the worst
of the Ardennes mass.

The events of 1940 proved that mecha-
nized forces could move speedily

through the Ardennes, and more, that
not only was Hitler correct in his insist-
ence on the use of large mechanized
forces in the Ardennes, but that the pro-
fessionals in OKH who had opposed him
were wrong. In 1944, as a result, it was
known that the terrain in the Eifel and
Ardennes was not so bad but what it
could be quickly negotiated by modern
mechanized armies under conditions of
good weather and little or no enemy re-
sistance. What history could not demon-
strate, for the lessons were lacking, was
whether modern, mechanized armies
could attack through the Ardennes and
speedily overcome a combination of
stubborn enemy defense, difficult
ground, and poor weather. Terrain,
then, would play a peculiarly important
role in the development of the 1944
counteroffensive.

Although the Ardennes has given its
name to the campaign under study, this
area should be lumped with that of the
Eifel, the composite of the tablelands to
the east which sheltered the German
concentration during the late autumn of
1944. These two areas are extensions of
the Westerwald, blending almost insensi-
bly into each other and sharing many of
the same characteristics. The Eifel is the
complex of hill ranges—they can hardly
be called mountains—lying between the
Rhine, the Moselle, and the Roer Rivers,
mostly in Germany. Only the two west-
ernmost of the Eifel highlands or ranges
need be mentioned here. East of St. Vith
and just inside the German border is
the Schnee Eifel, a high tree-covered
ridge or hogback. It extends from the
northeast to the southwest, a character-
istic thrust line in the entire area, and in
1944 was crested on much of its length
by the West Wall fortifications. East of



NoviLLE AND STOLZEMBURG. Towns in the Ardennes are small and usually fall into one
of two types: a cluster of houses at a crossroads, such as Noville (above), and a river valley
settlement, such as Stolzemburg on the Our (below).
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Liége is the Hohes Venn, a long table-
land topped with lakes and marshes. The
Hohes Venn is larger than the Schnee
Eifel. Its northeast-southwest course is
defined by a line through Malmédy and
Monschau on the German face and by a
line through Eupen and Spa on the Bel-
gian. In the northeast the Hohes Venn
is prolonged by the Hiirtgen Forest. As
the Schnee Eifel forms a barrier covering
St. Vith on the east, so the Hohes Venn
is a large outer bastion for Liége. Al-
though the Hohes Venn is geologically
a part of the Eifel it is somewhat re-
moved from the other parts of the
complex and represents the gradual and
sometimes indefinable blending of the
Eifel and Ardennes.

The Eifel is thickly covered with
forests and provides good cover from air
observation even in the fall and winter.
The area has no large towns but rather
is marked by numerous small villages,
requiring extensive dispersion for any
large forces billeted here. The road net
is adequate for a large military concen-
tration. The rail net is extensive, having
been engineered and expanded before
1914 for the quick deployment of troops
west of the Rhine. The railroads feed
into the Eifel from Koblenz, Cologne,
and the lesser Rhine bridgeheads be-
tween these two. The main rail line, how-
ever, does not cross the Eifel but follows
the Moselle valley on the southern
fringe of the Eifel. Rail and road sys-
tems throughout the Eifel are marked by
meandering courses and numerous
bridge crossings thrown over rivers and
deep ravines.

The Ardennes, like the Eifel, is not a
single and well-defined bloc. The general
area may be defined as a wedge with the
point between Aachen and Diiren. The

northern edge is a diagonal: Aachen,
Liége, Maubeuge, Landrecis. The south-
ern edge (much debated by geologists)
is a more pronounced diagonal running
from Aachen southwest to Arlon. The
base, formed by the Forét des Ardennes
or French Ardennes, roughly coincides
with the Franco-Belgian frontier and the
Semois River. The Ardennes has three
recognized subdepartments: the High
Ardennes in the south, the Famenne De-
pression in the middle, and the Low
Ardennes in the north. The Low Ar-
dennes tends to be open and rolling, but
includes two plateaus: that of Herve, be-
tween Liege and Aachen, and Condroz,
between the lower Ourthe and the
Meuse in the vicinity of Dinant. This
sector is more readily traversed than is
the High Ardennes, but it is relatively
narrow, maneuver is constricted by
the flanking line of the Meuse River, and
entrance from the east presupposes that
the invader has possession of Aachen and
the roads circling north or south of the
Hohes Venn.

The Famenne Depression is only a
thin sliver of the Ardennes wedge. The
Famenne is free from tree cover except
for the characteristic ,buttes which dot
the depression. Scooped out of the Ar-
dennes massif, this long, narrow depres-
sion originates at the upper Ourthe and
extends westward through Marche and
Rochefort. It reaches the Meuse between
Givet and Dinant, offering a good cross-
ing site which often has been employed
by European armies operating on the
Meuse. But an invader from the German
frontier must traverse much difficult
terrain before debouching into this
“march through” depression.

The High Ardennes is often called
the “True Ardennes.” It is not properly
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mountainous, nor yet a forest; rather it
is a wide plateau or high plain out of
which rise elevations in the form of
ridges or higher plateaus erupting from
the main mass, These elevations gener-
ally are unrelated to one another and
combine with large forests to form iso-
lated and independent compartments in
which tactical domination of one hill
mass seldom provides domination of an-
other. The mass structure extends on a
northeast-southwest axis, forming a
watershed which drains away to the
Meuse in the north and the Moselle in
the southeast. Perhaps a third of the area
is covered with forest, much of which is
coniferous. This timber, however, is
scattered all over the High Ardennes
“and presents a patchwork picture rather
than a series of large forested preserves.
The main mass is cut in zigzag patterns
by winding, deeply eroded rivers and
streams, some flowing parallel to the
higher ridges, others crossing so as to
chop the ridges and the welts on the pla-
teau into separate sections. In some
places the watercourses run through nar-
row, almost canyonlike depressions with
steep walls rising from a hundred to
three hundred feet. Even the wider
valleys are narrow when compared with
the western European norm.

The road net in 1944 was far richer
than the population and the economic
activity of the Ardennes would seem to
warrant. This was not the result of mili-
tary planning, as in the case of the Eifel
rail lines, but rather of Belgian and
Luxemburgian recognition of the value
of automobile tourisme just prior to
World War II. All of the main roads had
hard surfaces, generally of macadam. Al-
though the road builders tried to follow
the more level stretches of the ridge
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lines or wider valley floors, in many cases
the roads twisted sharply and turned on
steep grades down into a deep ravine
and out again on the opposite side. The
bridges were normally built of stone.
There were ten all-weather roads cross-
ing from the German frontier into Bel-
gium and Luxembourg in the sector be-
tween Monschau and Wasserbillig, but
there was not a single main highway
traversing the Ardennes in a straight
east-west direction.

There are no cities in the Ardennes,
unless the capital of Luxembourg and
Arlon are included in this area. The larg-
est villages had, in 1944, populations of
2,500 to 4,000. The normal settlement in
the Ardennes was the small village with
stone houses and very narrow, winding
streets. These villages often constricted
the through road to single-lane traffic.
Another military feature was the lone
farmstead or inn which gave its name to
the crossroads at which it stood.

The fact that most of the High Ar--
dennes lies inside Belgium leads to some
confusion, since one of the administra-
tive subdivisions of that kingdom is
named ‘“Ardennes” but is not exactly
conterminous with the geographical
area. Luxembourg, into which the Ar-
dennes extends, is divided in two parts,
roughly along a line from Attert on the
west to a point midway between
Vianden and Diekirch on the eastern
boundary. The northern half generally
is considered an extension of the High
Ardennes (although one may find as
many definitions of the south edge of the
Ardennes as there are writers touching
the subject) ; in any case it shares the
same physical properties. The southern
half of Luxembourg, known appropri-
ately as the “Good Land,” is less high,
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has more open space, and its valleys
normally can be traveled. A single
river, the Alzette, bisects this part of
Luxembourg in a north-south course
which takes it through the capital city.
But the eastern approach to the Good
Land erases much of its military attrac-
tiveness. Between Sierck and Wasser-
billig the Moselle River forms the
boundary between Luxembourg and
Germany. In this sector the left or Lux-
embourg bank of the river is especially
difficult even by comparison with the
normal terrain obstacles encountered in
the High Ardennes. Farther north,
where the Sauer River continues the
boundary, the river valley is somewhat
less formidable but is backed up by a
broken, gorge-riven area in the neighbor-
hood of Echternach known as the “Lux-
embourg Switzerland.”

It is natural, with the Ardennes mass
forming a northeast-southwest divide be-
tween the tributaries of the Meuse and
the Moselle and with rugged geological
patterns twisting and turning these tribu-
taries, that the military hydrography of
the Ardennes should be important. The
prolongation of the Ardennes in north-
ern Luxembourg is dissected by four
rivers. On the eastern frontier the Our
River continues the boundary trace be-
gun by the Moselle and the Sauer. In
the interior the Wiltz, the Clerf, and the
Sure divide the country into water-
bound compartments. Their valleys are
long and narrow, so narrow and tortuous
that they cannot be followed by roads.
They are further complicated by “cups”
scoured out of the side walls and by cross
ravines, deep and narrow.

In the Ardennes north of Luxembourg
it is possible to cross from Germany into
Belgium without traversing a major

stream. About twenty miles west of the
frontier, however, comes the first of the
rivers descending from the High Ar-
dennes into the Meuse; these are the
Ambleve and the Salm which serve as
flankers for the swamp-encrusted table-
land of the Hohes Venn and must be
crossed in any movement west from St.
Vith, Malmédy, or Spa. Next comes the
longest of these rivers, the Ourthe,
which is the most severe military ob-
stacle east of the Meuse. It originates
west of Bastogne as a small creek, then
meanders north until it meets the Meuse
at Liége. At Ortheuville the Ourthe be-
gins to cut through a narrow and wind-
ing defile with steep, rocky sides fringed
by pine trees. Just north of La Roche
the Ourthe leaves its tortuous canyons
and enters the Famenne Depression.
That part of the course between Ortheu-
ville and La Roche permits no road ad-
jacent to the river bed; all approaches to
the east-west crossing sites are difficult.
Just east of the defile through which
flows the middle Ourthe lies the Plateau
des Tailles, which rises to over 1,800 feet
at the Baraque de Fraiture. Two
rivers are found between the Ourthe
and the Meuse: the Lesse and L’Homme
whose confluence is near Rochefort.
Neither of these rivers is too difficult of
negotiation, but the main westward
crossing for movement toward Dinant
and the Meuse centers at Rochefort.
At the very edge of the Ardennes in the
southwest is the Semois River, which
wends its way westward from Arlon to
the Meuse. The Semois is deeply sunk
through much of its course, flowing be-
tween steep walls which descend directly
to the water’s edge and so deny space
for road or rail on the valley bottom.

Although the rivers of the Eifel, as dis-
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tinct from those of the Ardennes, would
have no tactical significance in the battle
of the Ardennes, they were to be of
very considerable logistic, or what the
Germans style ‘“operational,” impor-
tance. The northernmost, the Ahr, fol-
lows an oblique course northeast until it
enters the Rhine at Sinzig. From the
Schnee Eifel comes the Kyll, bending
southward to meet the Moselle not far
from Trier. Paralleling the Kyll in the
west is the Prim River. It is the last
stream of any importance before the Ger-
man frontier is reached. Like the Kyll
its sources are in the heights of the
Schnee Eifel. The beautiful Moselle at-
tracts numerous small tributaries rush-
ing down from the Eifel, but only the
Moselle itself deserves attention. Alter-
nating between scenes of towering rocks
and meadow passages, the German
Moselle winds and turns capriciously
from its entrance on German soil, past
Trier and a host of little villages whose
names are known to all lovers of the
vine, until finally it rushes past the
“German Corner” at Koblenz and into
the Rhine. Just as the Moselle vineyards
of renown alternate from one bank to
the other, so the railroad line and the
highway crisscross the river throughout
its middle reaches; but rail and road
come to a focal point only a few kilome-
ters from the Luxembourg frontier at
the old Roman city of Trier.
Throughout this whole area military
routes of movement, regardless of the
weather, are synonymous with the road
system. The roads of the Ardennes pro-
liferate in accordance with the geological
compartments incised in the high pla-
teau by rivers and streams as they recede
downward. The main roads tend to fol-
low a north-south axis, although one,
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from Luxembourg to Namur, cuts across
the grain of the main mass in a south-
east-northwest direction. In the north-
east the chief road centers are Monschau,
Malmédy, and St. Vith. The southeast-
ern nodal points are Ettelbruck, Mersch,
and, of course, Luxembourg. To the
northwest Bastogne, Marche, and Roche-
fort are the paramount links in the road
system. Arlon, Neufchiteau, and Libra-
mont, in the southwest, complete this
picture. The Eifel is rimmed by a main
road system which hugs the west bank of
the Rhine between Bonn and Koblenz,
then follows the Moselle River until it
breaks away cross-country via Wittlich
to reach Trier. The circuit is completed
by a road which goes north from Trier
through Bitburg, Priim, and Euskirchen,
finally bifurcating to reach the Rhine at
Bonn and at Cologne. Inside of this cir-
cuit the chief communications centers
are Mayen, Daun, Kochem, and, at-
tached to the outer ring, Wittlich.

The character of the Eifel-Ardennes
terrain dictates three major bases of op-
erations for an attack from the German
frontier. In the north the Aachen sector
is one such base. The direction of attack
here would be through the Low Ar-
dennes via Eupen, Verviers, Marche, and
Rochefort to the Meuse at Givet. The
next base, to the south, lies between
Monschau and the Losheim Gap. The
westward thrust from this base must go
over and between Malmédy and St. Vith,
The broadest base of operations is in the
south between Priim and Trier. In this
case the attack must be made against the
grain of the Ardennes mass except for a
penetration from Trier to the French
frontier at Virton or Longwy which may
bypass the more rugged country to the
north by movement through the Good
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Land of southern Luxembourg. This
last route, however, is by far the longest
for any attack aimed at reaching the
Meuse River.

The geography of the Ardennes leads
inevitably to the channelization of large
troop movements east to west, will tend
to force larger units to “pile up” on each
other, and restricts freedom of maneuver
once the direction of attack and-order of
battle are fixed. To a marked degree the
military problem posed by the terrain is
that of movement control rather than
maneuver in the classic sense. For the
smaller tactical units, the chopped-up
nature of the ground plus the peculiar
timber formations in which dense wood
lots are interspersed with natural or man-
made clearings, indicates the develop-
ment of a series of small, semi-indepen-
dent engagements once the larger battle
is joined. Movement cross-country is
limited, even in good weather; move-
ment along the narrow valley floors may
be blocked there or in the villages at
points of descent and ascent. The back-
bone of the ridges sometimes offers good
observation in the immediate area for
detecting movement on the roads which
climb the hills and plateaus. Locally,
however, the gunner or fighter pilot will
find many blind spots formed by the
thick tree cover or the deep draws and
ravines; the ability of high-angle fire to
beat reverse slopes, which really are
sheer, steep walls, is limited.

What the German planners saw in
1944 was this: the Ardennes could be
traversed by large forces even when
these were heavily mechanized. An at-
tack from east to west across the massif
would encounter initially the greatest
obstacles of terrain, but these obstacles
would decrease in number as an advance

neared the Meuse. In 1914 and 1940 the
German armies moving across the Ar-
dennes had no reason to anticipate strong
opposition on the ground until the
Meuse had been reached and the tortu-
ous defiles left behind. In 1940 the only
German concern had been that the
French air force would catch the ar-
mored columns at the crossings of the
Sauer and Our Rivers. In both these
earlier campaigns the Germans had
thrown a protective screen clear to the
Meuse within twenty-four hours after
the advance began; the initial objectives
of these screening movements have more
than historic significance: Bastogne, St.
Vith, Arlon, Malmédy, L.a Roche, and
the bridges over the Ourthe River.
The ground offered the defender
three natural defense positions east of
the Meuse, although none of these con-
stituted an impassable barrier to the at-
tacker: (1) a covering line echeloned
to the southeast between Lie¢ge and the
Moselle, this pegged on the Hohes Venn,
the rugged zone around Malmédy and
St. Vith, and the boxed-in course of the
Our and Sauer Rivers; (2) the Ourthe
River line; and (8) an intermediate po-
sition, shorter in length, based on the
plateau at Bastogne and extending along
a chain of ridges to Neufchiteau.
There remains a word to be said about
the climate of the Ardennes and Eifel.
This is mountainous country, with much
rainfall, deep snows in winter, and raw,
harsh winds sweeping across the plateaus.
The heaviest rains come in November
and December. The mists are frequent
and heavy, lasting well into late morning
before they break. Precise predictions by
the military meteorologist, however,
are difficult because the Ardennes lies
directly on the boundary between the
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northwestern and central European cli-
matic regions and thus is affected by the
conjuncture of weather moving east
from the British Isles and the Atlantic
with that moving westward out of Russia.
At Stavelot freezing weather averages
112 days a year, at Bastogne 145 days.
The structure of the soil will permit
tank movement when the ground is
frozen, but turns readily to a clayey mire
in time of rain. Snowfall often attains a
depth of ten to twelve inches in a 24-hour
period. Snow lingers for a long time in
the Ardennes but—and this is important
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in recounting the events of 1944—the
deep snows come late.? ’

?The best of numerous terrain descriptions of

the Ardennes was prepared by the German General
Staff in 1940, especially for the offensive in the west.
It is entitled Militaergeographischer ueberblick
ueber Belgien und angrenzende Gebiete. See also
the British official publication of 1918: 4 Manual
of Belgium and the Adjoining Territories (ed.
The Admiralty). The best analysis of German
military thought on the problem presented by
the Ardennes terrain is in a manuscript by Magna
E. Bauer entitled Comparison Between the Plan-
ning for the German Ardennes Offensive in 1944
and for the Campaign in the West in 1940 (1951).
OCMH.



CHAPTER IV

Preparations

Deception and Camouflage

Hitler’s selection of the Ardennes as
the sector in which the western counter-
offensive would be launched was based
in the main on the obvious advantage of
attacking the Allies where they were
weakest. Even so, although the Western
Allies could not be strong everywhere
along the line from Switzerland to the
North Sea, they did outnumber the
Germans in men, tanks, guns, and planes,
they were possessed of greater facility for
rapid movement of large forces, and
they—not the Germans—had the stra-
tegic initiative. At the first word of
German preparations in the Eifel and
Ardennes the Allies could terminate one
or both of their major offensives and
divert large forces into the threatened
area.

The accepted strategic gambit, prac-
ticed with great success by German com-
manders in the west during World War
I, would be to deliver a series of large-
scale attacks in sectors well removed
from the area from which the main
counteroffensive was to be launched. But
the divisions and the logistic support for
such diversionary attacks did not exist.
The German armies in the west could
not uncover the enemy’s jaw by a blow
in Holland or a kidney punch in Alsace;
instead they had to rely on the adroit
misdirection practiced by the conjuror,
turning Allied eyes away from the Eifel

long enough to complete the massive
preparations therein. i

The German military profession had
a record of some notable achievements in
the attainment of strategic surprise. The
Ludendorff March offensive in 1918 had
been a brilliant example—indeed a
model—of a great offensive whose prepa-
ration had completely escaped detection.
The meticulous detail employed by
Ludendorff’s planners had achieved such
success that the 1918 plans for the cover
and movement of artillery simply were
copied in the artillery build-up for the
Ardennes. The German offensive in
1940 likewise had been a marked ex-
ample of strategic surprise, despite the
forced landing on Belgian soil of a
German plane carrying two liaison offi-
cers who had been entrusted with the
attack plan. The chief security tenets
adopted in preparation for the 1940 at-
tack had been personally dictated by
Hitler, and the first formal security
order issued by OKW in preparation for
the Ardennes counteroffensive was a re-
statement of the Fuehrer Directive of 11
January 1940. (This time, however, liai-
son officers party to the plan were ex-
pressly forbidden to travel by plane.)
Subsequent security measures would re-
flect or rephrase those which had been
so successful in 1940.1

Probably the Fuehrer’s personal influ-

1Bauer, Planning for German Ardennes Offen-
sive in 1944 . . . and 1940, app. 8.
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ence was felt most directly in limiting
the circle of those privy to the plan
during its conception and initial imple-
mentation. Hitler, the highest authority
in the German armed forces, personally
named the officers who were to be ad-
mitted to the great secret; furthermore,
he possessed the power to exact the
death penalty for violations of security,
a power he could be expected to exer-
cise on the slightest provocation and
without regard to the rank or prestige of
the offender. Even the well-disciplined,
high-ranking officers of the Wehrmacht
seem to have been apprehensive of the
personal risks which each encountered
the moment he was admitted to the plan.
So strict was the limitation of knowledge
that in those headquarters charged with
the command of the counteroffensive,
OB WEST and Army Group B, the only
officers brought into the planning phase
were Rundstedt and Model, plus the
chief of staff, the G—3, the quartermaster
officer, and one aide in each of their
respective staffs. In OB WEST, for ex-
ample, the daily and most secret war
diary contained no reference to the
counteroffensive; instead a separate war
diary was maintained, without benefit of
secretary or stenographer, by the few
officers working on the plan. The ex-
change of information between the re-
sponsible headquarters was carried by
liaison officers whose every movement
was watched by military and Gestapo
security agents. All teletype and tele-
phone lines were monitored the clock
around and the officers in the know were
so informed. Hitler had a mania for
“oaths.” Everyone admitted to the plan
took not one but ofttimes several oaths
to maintain secrecy, signing at least one
statement which accepted the death
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penalty for any personal breach of
security. Later, division and corps com-
manders would be compelled to take an
oath that during the advance they would
not trespass in the attack zone assigned
neighboring units. The death penalty
attached to this as well.?

Although the immediate planning
staffs could be drastically limited, it was
obvious that some hundreds-of officers
would have to be involved in the actual
handling of troops and supplies during
the concentration period, that is from
about 10 November, when the major re-
shuffling of headquarters and larger
troop units would commence, until the
date selected for the jump-off in the Ar-
dennes. The German system of staff
work, based on the rigid allocation of
authority and unquestioning obedience
to orders, was well designed to cope with
this situation. Furthermore, the Allied
attacks in November were launched on
such a scale and achieved such success as
to give real meaning to the Hitler-in-
spired cover plan, The Defensive Battle
in the West. Until the very last hours
before the counteroffensive the Western
Front German commanders accepted as
gospel the idea that the massing of ma-
tériel and the progressive withdrawal of
divisions from the line was intended to
provide fresh troops for the defense of
the Ruhr and the Palatinate. Indeed the
field commanders were much perplexed
in the last days before the Ardennes
counteroffensive by reason of what they
regarded as the high command’s caprici-
ousness and folly in refusing to throw
its reserves into the defensive battles

2 MS #B-038, 116th Panzer Division, Ardennes

(Generalmajor Siegfried von Waldenburg).
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then reaching a climax in the Aachen
and Saverne Gap sectors.?

The cover and deception plan, per-
sonally devised by Hitler, turned on a
half-truth. A part of the strategic con-
centration would be made in the Rheydt-
Jiilich-Cologne area east of Aachen.
Here the preparations for the counter-
offensive would be paraded before the
Allies. To the south, at the entry to the
chosen path of attack, the Eifel concen-
tration was to be accomplished under
conditions of greatest secrecy behind the
thin line manned by the weak Seventh
Army. Then, at the last moment, the
troops from the northern concentration
area would slip south to join the main
build-up in the Fifel. The cover plan,
as propagated through the German com-
mands on the Western Front and retailed
to the Allies by neutrals and double-
agents, had this scenario: Germany
feared that the U.S. First and Ninth
Armies would achieve a real break-
through and drive to the Rhine in the
sector between Cologne and Bonn; in
preparation for this untoward event the
Fuehrer was amassing a major counter-
attack force northwest of Cologne; a
secondary and relatively small force of
burned-out divisions was being gathered
in the Eifel to contain the right flank of
the expected Allied penetration.*

The main actor in this play was the
Sixth Panzer Army. Ostensibly its head-
quarters remained northwest of Cologne.
Four of the armored divisions actually
assigned to this headquarters also as-
sembled in this area. The intensification
of rail and road traffic which began here

3Cole, The Lorraine Campaign, pp. 510-12.

*The detailed deception scenario is given by
Maj. Percy Schramm, then historian at OKW
headquarters, in MS # A-862.

about mid-November was only partly
concealed. Much movement was made in
daylight. A program of road repair and
civilian evacuation was begun with little
attempt at camouflage. Radio traffic was
increased commensurate with the troop
concentration. Additional antiaircraft
battalions came into the area and with
them special allotments of ammunition
to produce a thickening of fire which
the Allied air forces could not possibly
fail to notice. To emphasize further still
what was transpiring here in the north, a
ghost army was brought into being on 20
November; this, the Twenty-fifth, sup-
posedly had an order of battle of ten di-
visions including some of the panzer
divisions which in fact belonged to the
Sixth Panzer Army.

In contrast to this northern concentra-
tion, that in the Eifel was the product of
secrecy carried to the limit. The Eifel
terrain was well adapted to concealment.
Thick forest cover cloaked its slopes, its
valleys and plateaus. Small villages,
singly not worthy of aerial investigation
but in sum capable of harboring large
forces, offered excellent dispersal. Cam-
ouflage had become second nature with
the German soldier in the west—indeed
since Normandy the art of camouflage
had become the science of survival, and
the Eifel made this task relatively easy.
Strict traffic regulation confined all rail
movements and road marches to hours
of darkness. Special security detachments
prowled the Eifel, and woe to the com-
mander who allowed a vehicle park to
grow beyond normal size. A radio black-
out was thrown over the concentration
area except for those units actually fac-
ing the enemy in the covering positions.
No artillery registration was permitted
except by guns in the line, and even they
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were limited to a few rounds per day.
Reconnaissance was confined to a hand-
ful of higher officers; combat patrolling
on the Ardennes front was almost en-
tirely limited to nighttime search for
American patrols.

There were a few potential weaknesses
in the screen thrown around and over
the Eifel. At one time the Allies had
flown night reconnaissance missions
across the Eifel, using flares for photog-
raphy. Even Rundstedt was worried lest
a repetition of these missions disclose the
German secret. Next was the problem
of deserters. A quiet sector, particularly
in an area as rugged as the Ardennes
and Eifel, offered numerous chances for
a malcontent to slip over to the enemy.
The so-called Volksdeutsch (Alsatians,
Transylvanians, and the like) had the
worst record in this regard; these were
combed out of all forward units and
would not rejoin their outfits until the
battle began. Hitler himself required a
special daily report from OB WEST
listing all known deserters for the 24-
hour period. ‘As it turned out the num-
ber of deserters was surprisingly small,
only five on the Western Front during
the first twelve days of December.’

There remained the problem of
widening and improving miles of road
in the Eifel without attracting undue
enemy attention. Furthermore the road-
blocks and barriers thrown up as part of
the West Wall defenses had to be re-
moved in those sectors where the initial
armored penetration would be made.
Such activity hardly could be concealed.
The answer was to undertake road con-
struction in both the northern and south-
ern areas of concentration, tying this to
the cover plan.

" *0B WEST KTB, 15 Dec 44.
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German discipline and experience,
backed and enforced by all the security
paraphernalia of a police state, might be
able to divert enemy attention to the
north and prepare a real strategic sur-
prise in the Eifel. In.the long run success
or failure would turn on Allied activity
in the air. Could the preparations for
the counteroffensive be completed be-
fore enemy planes spotted the Eifel con-
centration of troops and vehicles?

The Western Front in Early
December

The Allied attacks in November had
as their objective the decisive defeat of
the enemy west of the Rhine and the
seizure of a foothold on the east bank of
that river. By the end of November,
the U.S. First and Ninth Armies, charged
with the main effort, had made some
gains in the direction of Bonn and
Cologne. The 21 Army Group, in the
north, had crossed the Waal River, the
left arm of the lower Rhine. The U.S.
Third Army had put troops on the Saar
River. Farther to the south the U.S.
Seventh Army had captured Strasbourg
and reached the Rhine. The 1st French
Army, on the extreme south flank, mean-
while had liberated Belfort and en-
trapped sizable German forces in the
Colmar pocket. Although Allied losses
had been high, those inflicted on the
enemy had been even .greater, probably
on the order of two or three to one. But
the Allies had failed to achieve their
main strategic goals: they had not de-
cisively defeated the German armies
west of the Rhine, nor had they crossed
the river. '

On 4% December General Dwight D.
Eisenhower, Air Chief Marshal Sir
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Arthur W. Tedder, Field Marshal Sir
Bernard L. Montgomery, and Lt. Gen.
Omar N. Bradley met at Maastricht to
lay plans for future operations. There
was general agreement that the Allies
should launch an all-out offensive on the
Western Front early in 1945 but consid-
erable variance between the views of
Eisenhower and Montgomery as to the
future scheme of maneuver and disposi-
tion of forces. Montgomery held, as he
had since September, for a single strong
thrust across the Rhine north of the
Ruhr and the restriction of all other
operations to containing actions by
limited forces. Eisenhower agreed with
the proposal for a main attack north of
the Ruhr by Montgomery’s 21 Army
-Group and was prepared to give
the field marshal the U.S. Ninth Army.
But he was unwilling to abandon his oft-
expressed concept of the one-two punch
with Patton’s Third Army swinging a
secondary blow toward the Frankfurt
Gate.®

After the Maastricht meeting, Eisen-
hower set plans in motion to continue
pressure on the enemy and chew up as
many German divisions as possible be-
fore the main offensive in the north. To
accomplish this the Supreme Com-
mander gave permission for the Third
Army to mount an offensive along the
Saar front on 19 December and directed
Lt. Gen. Jacob L. Devers, the 6th Army
Group commander, to support the drive
with elements of the Seventh Army. In
the meantime these two armies contin-
ued heavy local attacks, Patton driving
on Saarlautern while Lt. Gen Alexander

8Forrest C. Pogue, The Supreme Command, United
States Army in World War II (Washington, 1954),
p. 316.
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M. Patch’s Seventh Army turned north
into the Saverne Gap. ’

At the opposite end of the long Allied
line, Montgomery gave orders in early
December for the British Second Army
to “tidy up” the 21 Army Group posi-
tion on the Meuse with an attack calcu-
lated to erase the Heinsberg salient. This
operation was flooded out, however, and
on 16 December advance parties were
moving north as the first step in a major
shift to the left preparatory to the attack
toward Krefeld and the Ruhr, now
tentatively scheduled for the second
week in January. South of 21 Army
Group Lt. Gen. William H. Simpson’s
U.S. Ninth Army liquidated the remain-
ing enemy forces in the Jiilich sector and
by 14 December had closed along the
Roer River. Lt. Gen. Courtney H.
Hodges’ First Army, to the right of the
Ninth, also had reached the Roer, after
the bloody Hiirtgen battle, but could
not risk a crossing attack while the
Germans held the Urft-Roer dams. A -
series of air attacks was launched early
in December to breach the dams and re-
move the threat of enemy-controlled
floods, but with so little success that the
deal passed to the First Army.” Bradley
ordered Hodges to seize the Schwam-
menauel and the Urftalsperre, the key
points in the Roer valley system of dams,
and on 1§ December the First Army
commander put the V Corps, his center,
into an attack toward the dams. His
northernmost corps, VII Corps, was as-
signed a support role in this attack and
would attain its limited objectives by 16
December.

The mission and deployment of Maj.
Gen. Leonard T. Gerow’s V Corps later

7See MacDonald, The Siegfried Line Campaign,
pp. 597-98.
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GeNERAL BrRADLEY, AIR CHIEF MARSHAL TEDDER, GENERAL EISENHOWER, AND
FieLp Marsuar MoNTGoMERY (Teft to right), during the Maastricht meeting.

had a direct effect in determining the
initial American reaction to the German
attack. Gerow had four infantry divi-
sions, two armored combat commands,
and a cavalry group at his disposal. A
new division, the 78th, was deployed in
the corps center on a front extending
from Lammersdorf to Monschau. On
the left, the 8th Infantry Division
fronted along the Kyll River line. The
right wing was held by the ggth In-
fantry Division, whose positions reached
from Monschau to the V-VIII Corps
boundary in the Buchholz Forest north-
west of the Losheim Gap. The first
phase of the V Corps attack was to be

carried by the 78th and 2d Infantry
Divisions, the latter coming up from an
assembly area at Camp Elsenborn and
passing through the ggth Division left.
The 8th and ggth would confine their
efforts initially to demonstrations and
line-straightening. The first day of the
attack went as planned, but on 14 De-
cember the enemy stiffened and on the
15th counterattacked; the %8th Division
became involved in a rough battle at
Rollesbroich and Kesternich, while the
2d bogged down in a slow-moving fight
for individual pillboxes in the Monschau
Forest. This was the situation when the
enemy onslaught hit the ggth Division
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and its VIII Corps neighbors on the
the morning of 16 December.

GENERAL MIDDLETON

Maj. Gen. Troy H. Middleton’s VIII
Corps on First Army’s right flank had no
part in the Allied attacks of early De-
cember. Two of Middleton’s infantry
divisions were weary and casualty-ridden
from the intense fighting of the Novem-
ber push to the Roer. The third was
newly arrived from the United States.
The corps mission, then, was to train,
rest, re-equip, and observe the enemy.
Nonetheless this was no Blighty, a haven
for second-rate troops and bumbling
commanders. The 28th Infantry Division
(Maj. Gen. Norman D. Cota) and the
4th Infantry Division (Maj. Gen. Ray-
mond O. Barton) had distinguished
themselves in the bloody battles of the
Hiirtgen Forest. The veterans of this
fight were well equipped to train and
hearten the replacements for some g,000
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battle casualties the two divisions had
sustained. General Middleton himself
had a fine combat record reaching from
World War I through Sicily, Normandy,
and Brittany. Deliberate and calm but
tenacious, he was regarded by Bradley
and Patton as one of the best tacticians
in the U.S. Army.

As the result of the relief of the 83d
Infantry Division, en route to the VII
Corps, the deployment of the VIII Corps
(as it would meet the German attack)
took final form on the 1gth. The 4th
Infantry Division abutted on the Third
Army at the Luxembourg-French fron-
tier and followed the Moselle and Sauer
Rivers, marking the German border, as
far north as Bollendorf. A combat com-
mand of the gth Armored Division, as yet
inexperienced, had taken over a narrow
sector to the left of the 4th on 10 De-
cember. The second combat command
of this division, earlier comprising the
corps reserve, was assigned to V Corps
and started its march north on 13 De-
cember. The veteran 28th Infantry Di-
vision held the corps center, fronting on
the Our River. The newly arrived and
green 106th Infantry Division had com-
pleted the relief of the 2d Infantry Di-
vision in the Schnee Eifel sector on 12
December. Here the German West Wall
turned northeastward following the
Schnee Eifel crest. In the Losheim Gap,
at the northern terminus of the Schnee
Eifel, a light task force of the 14th
Cavalry Group maintained a screening
position between the 106th and ggth In-
fantry Divisions. It should be noted that
this was the seam between the VIII and
V Corps.

Although the VIII Corps forward
area possessed many terrain features
favoring the defender, notably the



56 THE ARDENNES: BATTLE OF THE BULGE

Schnee Eifel on the left wing and the
river sequence fronting the corps center
and right, there were numerous points
of entry for an attack moving east to
west. The three infantry divisions under
Middleton’s command were responsible
for a front of about eighty-five miles, a
distance approximately three times that
normally assigned an equivalent defend-
ing force by U.S. service school teaching
and tactical doctrine. On the morning
of 16 December the total assigned
strength of the VIII Corps was 68,822
officers and men. Immediately after the
Battle of the Bulge, the tag “a calculated
risk” would be applied to the attenuated
VIII Corps front as it existed on 16 De-
cember. Middleton was well aware of the
risk—indeed he had made this clear in
discussions with his superiors. Somewhat
after the event General Eisenhower
wrote General of the Army George C.
Marshall (on 10 January 1945) that in
early November he and Bradley had dis-
cussed the possibility of a German coun-
teroffensive in the Ardennes but had
agreed that such a move would be un-
profitable to the enemy. The line of
reasoning, as set before Marshall, was
this: the “Volkssturm” would be no good
in offensive operations, winter in the Ar-
dennes would render continuous logistic
support impossible, and Allied strength
was so great that the Germans could not
push far enough to reach really vital ob-
jectives.®

Whatever thought may have been
given to the Ardennes, the Allies were
on the offensive and preparing for yet
greater offensive operations well to the
north and the south of the VIII Corps

®Ltr, Eisenhower to Marshall, 10 Jan 45, in
SHAEF message file, Plans and Operations, folder
27,

sector. Losses during November had
been high and the reserve of new divi-
sions in the United States was running
low (in the United Kingdom such a re-
serve no longer existed). The old mili-
tary axiom that the line cannot be strong
everywhere applied with full force to
the Allied positions reaching from
Switzerland to the North Sea. Almost
automatically Allied strength would con-
centrate in those areas where the offen-
sive was the order of the day and where
decision might be reached. The Ar-
dennes sector seemed no special risk, it
had been quiet for weeks, it offered—or
so it seemed—no terrain attraction for
the enemy, and there was no recogniz-
able indication that enemy forces oppo-
site the VIII Corps and ggth Infantry
Division outnumbered those deployed
on the friendly side of the line. If there
was a “calculated risk,” theretore, it was
no more precise or specific than that
taken wittingly by any commander who
thins his front to mount an attack while
knowing that he has over-all superiority
and the ability to retain the initiative.

The Intelligence Failure

In the years that have passed since the
close of World War 11 the Ardennes has
ranked close to Pearl Harbor as an epi-
sode inviting public polemic, personal
vituperation, and ex parte vindication.
Sentences, phrases, and punctuation
marks from American intelligence docu-
ments of pre-Ardennes origin have been
twisted and turned, quoted in and out
of context, “interpreted” and misinter-
preted, in arduous efforts to fix blame
and secure absolution. There no longer
is point to such intensely personal exam-
ination of the failure by American and
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Allied intelligence to give warning of
the Ardennes counteroffensive prepara-
tions. The failure was general and can-
not be attributed to any person or group
of persons. The intelligence story on the
eve of the Ardennes is not germane in
terms of personal opinions or the men
who held them. What counts are the
views held at the various American head-
quarters and the gist of enemy informa-
tion which reached those headquarters.®

In mid-September the Western Allies
had felt imminent victory in their hands.
Flushed with their own dazzling suc-
cesses and heartened by news of the
bloody defeats which the Soviet armies
were administering to the Germans on
the Fastern Front, the Allies saw the
Wehrmacht collapsing and the Third
Reich tottering to its knees. The per-
vasive optimism dissipated as the sur-
prisingly revitalized German armies
stood their ground in defense of the West
Wall, but it never completely disap-
peared. When the Allied attack began to
roll again in late November and early
-December, some of this earlier optimism
reappeared. A 12th Army Group intelli-
gence summary issued on 12 December
echoes the prevailing tone: “It is now
certain that attrition is steadily sapping
the strength of German forces on the
Western Front and that the crust of de-
fenses is thinner, more brittle and more
vulnerable than it appears on our G-2
maps or to the troops in the line.” This
optimism, particularly when heightened
by reports that the enemy no longer had
fuel for tanks and planes, conditioned all
estimates of the enemy’s plans and capa-

*Pogue, The Supreme Command, pp. g61-72.
This is the best treatment of the problem of
personal responsibilities for the various Allied in-
telligence ecstimates.
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bilities. It may be phrased this way: the
enemy can still do something but he
can’t do much; he lacks the men, the
planes, the tanks, the fuel, and the am-
munition.

Another aspect of Allied thinking
would contribute to the general miscon-
ception of German capabilities and in-
tentions. The return of Field Marshal
von Rundstedt to command in the west
had been marked with much interest by
Allied intelligence staffs. Accepted in
military circles as one of the best soldiers
in the world, Rundstedt’s reputation,
even among his opponents, rose to new
stature as the result of the stubborn Ger-
man defense in the autumn of 1944.
Here, then, was a commander who
could be expected to act and react ac-
cording to the rational and accepted
canons of the military art. He would
husband his dwindling resources, at an
appropriate time he would counterat-
tack in accordance with available means,
and ultimately he would fall back to the
Rhine for the major defensive battle.
Had Rundstedt actually commanded in
the west, as the Allies believed, this
analysis would have been correct.
(Rundstedt’s effort to delimit the scope
of the Ardennes counteroffensive in or-
der to achieve a reasonable symbiosis
between the means and the end proves
the point.)

But Hitler alone commanded. Intui-
tion, not conventional professional judg-
ment, would determine German action.
Unaware of the true nature of the
German decision-making process in the
west, the Allied commanders and staffs
awaited an enemy reaction which would
be rational and therefore predictable. If
the ‘thought ever occurred to an Allied
intelligence officer that Germany would
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gamble on one last great effort west of
the Rhine, staking everything on a single
throw of the dice, this idea disappeared
in the aura of high professional military
competence which attached to Rund-
stedt. In a way this may have been the
field marshal’s greatest personal contri-
bution to the Ardennes counteroffen-
sive. '

It is impossible to determine the ex-
tent to which the Hitler cover plan
deceived the Allies into accepting the
area north of the Ardennes as the focal
point for the anticipated German reac-
tion. Here the Allies were making their
greatest effort and it was natural to as-
sume that the German reserves remain-
ing would be committed to meet this
effort. Even the U.S. Third Army, far to
the south, relaxed its normally parochial
view of the front and predicted that the
Sixth Panzer Army would be employed
in a spoiling attack in the Aachen-
Diiren sector. Here, too, lay the direct
route to the Ruhr. It long had been an
article of faith in Allied strategy that
Germany would make its greatest efforts
in defense of what Eisenhower had
called the two hearts of Germany: the
Ruhr, the industrial heart, and Berlin,
the political heart. Furthermore, the
area between the Roer and Rhine
Rivers represented good tank-going for
the Allied armored divisions. Duly im-
pressed with their own armored suc-
cesses, the Allies expected that the
enemy would throw his reserve armor
into battle here in an attempt to prevent
a repetition of the August tank race
across France. Perhaps German decep-
tion did make some confirmatory contri-
bution, but regardless of this Allied eyes
were fixed immovably on the front
north of the Ardennes.

One item would cause Allied intelli-
gence some concern, although it seems
that this concern was more academic
than real. Where was Rundstedt’s ar-
mored counterattack reserve, the Sixth
Panzer Army? Allied situation maps of
early December still carried the head-
quarters of this army in the vicinity of
Cologne, and assigned four or five un-
committed panzer divisions as available
to this command. But the actual location
of the Sixth Panzer Army was a matter
of debate. The 12th Army Group
thought that it might be concentrated
around Bielefeld, northeast of Cologne.
The U.S. First Army placed it rather
indefinitely between the Roer and the
Rhine. The U.S. Third Army plumped
for a location between Diisseldorf and
Cologne. The U.S. Ninth Army appar-
ently did not care to enter this guessing
game. SHAEF intelligence summed up
the matter nicely in the report of 10
December: “There is no further news of
Sixth SS Panzer Army beyond vague
rumours.”

There was general agreement that
Rundstedt’s armored reserve would be
thrown against the First and Ninth
Armies in an effort to blunt their drive
in the Roer area, although the severe
German reverses sustained in the south
during the second week of December led
to some thought that divisions might be
stripped from the Sixth Panzer reserve
to shore up the defenses of the Palati-
nate. The two U.S. armies carrying the
attack in the north were agreed that the
Sixth Panzer Army would be committed
after their attack had crossed the Roer
River. The 12th Army Group expected
the same timing and anticipated the
German reaction would come as a co-
ordinated counterattack. There was less
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Allied interest in the Fifth Panzer Army
than in the Sixth. The former had been
sorely handled in the fight on the Roer
front and the appearance of the Fif-
teenth Army in this sector, identified in
the second week of December, led to the
assumption that the Fifth and its most
badly battered divisions had been with-
drawn for rest and necessary overhaul.
On 12 December the 12th Army Group
reported the Fifth as assembling its
weary divisions between Cologne and
Koblenz.

American intelligence summaries,
periodic reports, and briefing precis, for
the month prior to the 16 December as-
sault, gave only fragmentary and skeletal
information on the enemy opposite the
VIII Corps. German planners had pre-
dicted that the American high com-
manders would accept the theory that the
rugged terrain in this area, particularly
in poor weather, effectively precluded
large-scale mechanized operations. Per-
haps there was some subconscious as-
sumption by American staffs that the
Ardennes was so nearly impassable as to
be ruled out of consideration. But there
were more tangible reasons for the
scant attention accorded this sector. It
had been a quiet sector of the Western
Front since the Allied dash across France
had halted in September. The German
divisions identified here as fairly perma-
nent residents were battle weary, under-
strength, and obviously in need of rest
and refitting. At various times fresh
divisions had appeared opposite the
VIII Corps, but their stay had been
brief. By December it had become axio-
matic, insofar as U.S. intelligence was
concerned, that any new division identi-
fied on the VIII Corps front was no more
than a bird of passage en route to the
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north or the south. As a result the
Ardennes assumed a kind of neutral hue
in American eyes. Important happen-
ings, it seemed, transpired north of the
Ardennes and south of the Ardennes, but
never at the division point itself. This
mental set offers a partial explanation
of why the ggth Division in the V Corps
zone identified only three of the twelve
German divisions assembling to its
front, while the VIII Corps identified
only four out of ten divisions before 16
December.

Was there any warning note sounded
for the VIII Corps and its troops in the
line during the days just prior to the
German onslaught? With the advantage
of hindsight, seven items can be dis-
cerned in the corps reports for the period
13—15 December which might have given
the alarm. Two divisions, the 28th and
106th, sent in reports of increased vehic-
ular activity on the nights before the
attack. The 28th discounted its own re-
port by noting that this was the normal
accompaniment of an enemy front-line
relief and that the same thing had hap-
pened when a German unit had pulled
out three weeks before. The 106th was
a green division and unlikely to know
what weight could be attached legiti-
mately to such activity. In fact one
regimental commander rebuked his S—2
for reporting this noise as “enemy move-
ment.” A third incident occurred on 14
December when a woman escapee re-
ported to the 28th Infantry Division
commander that the woods near Bitburg
were jammed with German equipment.
Her answers to questions posed by the
division G-2 apparently were impres-
sive enough to gain the attention of the
VIII Corps G-2 who ordered that she
be taken to the First Army headquarters.
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The woman arrived there on 16 Decem-
ber.

The four remaining incidents attach
to the capture of German prisoners on
15 December, two each by the 4th and
106th Infantry Divisions. The time of
capture is important: two at 1830, one
at 1930, and one at an unspecified time
thereafter. All four claimed that fresh
troops were arriving in the line, that a
big attack was in the offing, that it might
come on the 16th or 17th but certainly
would be made before Christmas. Two
of the prisoners were deserters; they

themselves did not take the reported
attack too seriously since, as they told .
their captors, all this had been promised
German troops before. The other two
were wounded. One seems to have made
some impression on the interrogators,
but since he was under the influence of
morphine his captors decided that fur-
ther questioning would be necessary.
Of the seven incidents which in retro-
spect may be considered signposts point-
ing to an impending attack on the VIII
Corps front, only four were reported to
the corps headquarters. Three of the

PANZERKAMPFWAGENS V (PANTHER) EN ROUTE TO THE FRONT
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four prisoners seemed to be parroting
wild and baseless rumors of a sort which
was fairly common, and these three were
bundled into prisoner of war cages with-
out further ado. The incidents reported
to the VIII Corps were forwarded to
the First Army and duly noted by that
headquarters on 14 and 15 December.
Only one incident was deemed worthy
of 12th Army Group attention. This,
one of the reports of extraordinary traf-
fic, was mentioned in the commanding
general’s briefing as confirmation of the
predicted relief of the 326th Infaniry
Division. This briefing began at o915 on
16 December.!?

Perhaps the appearance of these seven
indicators might have been treated in
combination to uncover the German
preparations and allow the VIII Corps
at least a minimum tactical preparation
for the attack. Whether any commander
would have been justified in making
major alterations in his troop disposition
on the basis of this intelligence alone
is highly questionable. One might more
reasonably conclude that the American
acquisition of only this limited and sus-
pect information was a tribute to the
security measures enacted by the enemy.

What of air intelligence, the source of
Rundstedt’s greatest worry? Bad weather
during the first half of December did
reduce the number of Allied reconnais-
sance sorties flown east of the First Army
front but by no means produced the kind
of blackout for which the enemy hoped.
In the month prior to the Ardennes
attack the 67th Tactical Reconnaissance

 The intelligence sources bearing on the Allied
failure to appreciate the coming German countery-
offensive have been gathered by Royce L. Thomp-
son in a study entitled American Intelligence on

the German Counteroffensive, 2 vols. (1949). MS
in OCMH files.
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Group (IX Tactical Air Command),
supporting the First Army, flew 361
missions of which 242 were judged suc-
cessful. From the 10th through the 15th
of December the group flew %71 missions
with varying degrees of success; for ex-
ample, on 14 December planes flown
over Trier by the goth Photo Reconnais-
sance Squadron reported the weather
clear, but two hours later a second mis-
sion ran into haze and was able to see
very little. Only one day, 14 December,
in the five critical days before the attack
found all U.S. air reconnaissance
grounded.!! _

The pilots belonging to the 67th
Group and the 1oth Photo Reconnais-
sance Group, the latter attached to the
Third Army’s old partner, the XIX
TAC, actually constructed an imposing
picture of German build-up west of the
Rhine in the month preceding the Ar-
dennes counteroffensive. In the last week
of November the number of enemy
columns on the roads showed a marked
increase. On go November U.S. recon-
naissance planes reported a drastic
heightening of rail activity west of the
Rhine and this was confirmed by the
fighter-bombers flying ‘“‘armed-recce.”
Special indications of forthcoming attack
were numerous: a large number of hos-
pital trains on the west bank of the
Rhine, several groups of flatcars car-
rying Tiger tanks, and fifty searchlights
in one location. Lights representing
large-scale night movements were con-
sistently reported, although the two
available night fighter squadrons were
Toyce L. Thompson has compiled a complete
collection of excerpts from pertinent Air Force
records bearing on the operations of the US.
Army Air Forces during the Ardennes battle:

Tactical Air Phase of the Ardennes Campaign, 2
vols. (1950). MS in OCMH files.
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so badly understrength (averaging no
more than ten P—61’s operational) that
their contribution perforce was limited.*?

The intelligence problem presented
by the U.S. air effort was not that of a
paucity of information but rather one
of interpretation. Both the Allied ground
and air headquarters expected the enemy
to reinforce those sectors to the north
and south of the Ardennes where the
First and Third U.S. Armies were attack-
ing. The main special indicators of
coming attack were identified in transit
areas on the routes to the Roer and the
Saar. The trainloads of Tiger tanks, for
example, were seen on the Euskirchen
rail lines. This line ran northwest to
Diiren and the Roer, but a branch line
led south to the Eifel. The reports of
searchlights, turned in on the night of
6—7 December, came from the vicinity
of Kaiserslautern, opposite the Third
Army. Kaiserslautern, however, was only
a few miles by rail from Trier, one of
the chief unloading yards opposite the
VIII Corps. There was considerable
information, then, of the enemy’s grow-
ing strength west of the Rhine. But the
interpretation of his intentions was pre-
cisely what he desired: reinforcement of
the Sixth Panzer Army counterattack
reserve on the Roer front and piecemeal
movement to shore up the divisions
being battered by the Third and Seventh
Armies.

Was there any special attempt at air
reconnaissance over the Eifel? A large
number of missions were flown here in
November, that is, before the final as-
sembly for attack began. During the first
half of December the 67th Group rather
consistently included Eifel targets in its

*Craven and Cate, eds., Europe: ARGUMENT
to V-E Day, p. 675.

daily mission orders; however, these
missions were given low priority = and
often were scratched. In the critical
period (10 through 15 December) the
67th flew only three missions directly
opposite the VIII Corps, on 14 Decem-
ber over Trier. Numerous requests for
air reconnaissance were made during
this time by the VIII Corps divisions,
but even when accepted by higher
ground echelons and forwarded to air
headquarters these missions retained so
low a priority, when contrasted with the
demands from the Roer and Saar fronts,
as to fall at the bottom of the missions
list. In sum, it can be said that the
reconnaissance flown over the Eifel be-
between 16 November and 15 December
gave much information on enemy activ-
ity, but that this was interpreted as
routine troop movement through the
Eifel way-station en route to the north
and the south. Thus, the SHAEF intel-
ligence summary of 10 December gives
air reports of “‘continuing troop move:
ments towards the Eifel sector” and con-
cludes that “the procession is not yet
ended.”

Could the proper combination of air
and ground intelligence have weakened
the Allied fixation on the Roer and Saar
sectors? Perhaps, but this is extremely
hypothetical. One thing seems clear.
Although the ground headquarters were
charged with the final analysis of photos
and pilot reports secured by the air,
there was little co-operation and liaison
between the air and ground headquar-
ters as to the initial interpretation placed
by the air forces on the data gathered
through aerial reconnaissance. The offi-
cial U.S. Army Air Forces account of
this episode states the case justly: “Per-
haps the chief fault was one of organiza-
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tion, for there seems to have been a
twilight zone between air and ground
headquarters in which the responsibility
had not been sufficiently pinned
down.” 18

On 15 December the Allied air com-
manders’ conference at SHAEF convened
to review the big picture. Here the
SHAEF G-3 told the assembled airmen
that the Roer dam operations had failed
to provoke a move by the main enemy
armored reserve; as for the VIII Corps
front, “nothing to report.” Then the
A—2 rose to sketch the activities of the
Luftwaffe: it had continued the move-
ment westward, closer to the battlefield,
which had been noted in recent days,
but all this was “defensive” only.

The prelude to the Ardennes counter-
offensive of 16 December can only be
reckoned as a gross failure by Allied
ground and air intelligence. One of the
greatest skills in the practice of the mil-
itary art is the avoidance of the natural
tendency to overrate or underestimate
the enemy. Here, the enemy capability
for reacting other than to direct Allied
pressure had been sadly underestimated.
Americans and British had looked in a
mirror for the enemy and seen there
only the reflection of their own in-
tentions.

The German Concentration

Hitler’s operation directive of 10
November set 27 November as the date
for completion of the huge concentra-
tion preliminary to the Ardennes coun-
teroffensive, with a target date two days
earlier for the attack by the divisions in
the initial thrust. But his commanders

¥ Ibid., p. 681.
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in the west, better versed in logistics,
recognized from the first that the attack
could not be made before the very last
of the month. The Allied attacks in the
Aachen and Metz sectors made further
postponement unavoidable, pinning
German divisions to the front long be-
yond their planned date of relief and
bringing others back into the line when
refitting had only just begun. Inside the
Greater Reich the Replacement Army,
charged with creating and training new
Volks Grenadier divisions for the offen-
sive, proved Hitler's optimism ill-
founded. The task of building new divi-
sions from air force troops, sailors, and
the products of Goebbel’s raid on the
remaining civilian population was im-
mense, the timing necessarily slow. In
early December, when Hitler’s target
date had come and gone, another factor
intervened to cause delay. The prelim-
inary movement of armored divisions
and vehicular columns had burned up
far more fuel than German quartermas- -
ters had reckoned. The attack would
have to be delayed until the diminished
fuel tanks west of the Rhine could be
replenished.

The concentration period, therefore,
would run until 16 December but even
these added days gave all too short a
time for such a formidable array of prep-
arations. The original plans called for
the movement and assembly of 4 armies,
11 corps, §8 divisions, g Volks artillery
corps, and % Volks Werfer brigades,
plus service and support troops. By the
beginning of December OKW’s inflated
order of battle had been reduced to
about go divisions (the Fifteenth Army
now was deleted from the initial attack
order, although still envisioned as the
subsidiary attack force) , but the logistics
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problem remained of staggering pro-
portions.

The area in which the Army Group B
would concentrate its forces, equipment,
and supplies was delimited on the south
by the Moselle River and had as its base
the Rhine crossings stretching from
Diisseldorf to Koblenz. On the north
there were actually two limits. That
farthest north ran from the Rhine west
on the axis Miinchen-Gladbach and
Roermond. South of this line Allied
intelligence officers watched, as they
were intended to watch, the daylight,
only half-disguised, movement of Ger-
man troops and supplies. Farther south
a second and true limit defined the main
concentration area. Here the line ex-
tended from Bonn, through Euskirchen,
to the front north of Monschau. The
trick, then, would be to effect a large
and secret concentration south of this
second line while at the same time pre-
paring to sideslip the forces from the
north into this sector in the last hours
before the attack.

The first problem of organization was
that of rail transport.’* Troops, tanks,
and guns had to be brought from East
Prussia, Poland, Austria, the Nether-
lands, Denmark, and Norway. Fuel and
ammunition had to be hauled across the
exposed Rhine bridges and unloaded
quickly and quietly at the Eifel dumps.
A number of divisions, in particular
those assigned to the Sixth Panzer Army,
would have to be shuttled from the
battle front back across the Rhine to

*The best study on German rail movements
and explanation of pertinent German sources will
be found in Charles V. P. von Luttichau’s manu-
script, German Rail Communications in the
Ardennes Offensive, 1944-45 (1952). OCMH. See
also the OB WEST KTB and Anlage for the sup-
ply build-up prior to the attack.

training and refitting areas, then be
moved across the Rhine again and into
the concentration zone.

Probably no railway system in the
world was better able to handle this
tremendous task than the Reichsbahn
(the German State Railroads). It had
been modernized on the eve of the war,
was a model of efficient management,
and, through a program of systematic
looting, had more than replaced the
rolling stock lost to air attack. The cars
and the locomotives in large freight
yards, as many American soldiers will
remember, read like a European rail-
road gazetteer. Militarization ' of the
German railroads was complete. The
German Army had been the first in his-
tory to employ railroads for a great
strategic concentration, and the suc-
cesses of 1870 had led to a tradition in
General Staff thought and training
which looked to the rail system as the
primary means of strategic concentra-
tion. The rail lines along the Rhine and
west of the river had been located in
accordance with military desires. The
Eifel branches had been constructed in
preparation for the First World War,
then had been reinforced for the cam-
paign of 1940. But there was more than
the tradition of the great General Staff
to dictate this reliance on rail: Hitler’s
scheme for a military superhighway
system, the Reichsautobahnen, had been
cut short by the war; the Allied attacks
against motor fuel production had de-
pleted German stocks, although hardly
to the extent that Allied intelligence
estimated in the autumn of 1944.

The major threat, of course, was the
overwhelming superiority of the Allied
air forces and their ability, no longer
effectively challenged by the Luftwaffe,
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to look and to strike almost at will. Ger-
man railway preparations, as a result,
had to take count of three dangers:
Allied air reconnaissance over the Eifel
and its rail approaches, bombing attacks
to knock out the Rhine rail bridges, and
rail-cutting attacks stepped up to the
point where repair efforts could no
longer hold the pace. In the short run,
decisions on the form of the air war
reached in the higher Allied councils
during the autumn of 1944 made the
German task much easier; in the long
run, these same decisions contributed to
the final failure of the Ardennes counter-
offensive.

British and American air leaders had
found themselves consistently at logger-
heads on the issue of transportation
versus oil targets. The American view
was that the German rail system con-
stituted too complex a target to be
demolished in any reasonable time,
but that enemy oil production was so
highly concentrated (particularly in the
synthetic oil plants) as to permit a kill-
ing blow in the time and with the effort
available. Before 16 December the
American view held first priority. In-
deed, during the month of October
second place was accorded to attacks—
subsequently judged as “rather incon-
clusive”’—against ordnance depots, tank
assembly plants, and motor vehicle pro-
duction. Eventually, at the close of Oc-
tober, the British succeeded in raising
the priority on rail attacks, although this
remained second to those on oil. Novem-
ber was the big month for attacks against
the latter, the Allied strategic air forces
dropping 37,096 tons aimed at German
oil production. In the second half of
the month, however, the rail campaign
stepped up; the Eighth Air Force and
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the RAF actually delivered more bombs
against rail than against oil targets. The
Rhine bridges presented a special prob-
lem. In November the SHAEF G-2
asked that the air mount a campaign to
cut these bridges, but on this the Amer-
ican and British air commanders were
in accord. The great Rhine bridges,
heavily guarded by flak, were tough
targets for the bombing techniques then
current and the Allied air forces suc-
ceeded in staving off this demand.
German records, fairly full for the
final quarter of 1944, give this picture
of the effects of Allied air attacks. The
Reichsbahn moved troop strength by
rail equivalent to sixty-six divisions be-
fore the attack.'® Forces equivalent to
seven divisions were moved by road.
Twenty-seven of the division-size rail
movements were affected in some way
by air attack, in most cases before they
actually entered the build-up zone. De-
lays normally were no longer than one
or two days, although from 10 December
on some divisions were forced to march
an extra fifty to sixty miles on foot. A
number of units lost essential organic
equipment during these attacks, the
deprivation inevitably inhibiting their
later performance. Very noticeable ef-
fects of Allied air efforts came on 10 and
11 December. On the first day a noon
attack over the Koblenz rail yards left
more than a hundred bomb craters.
Nonetheless, the yards were in full
operation twenty-four hours later. The
main double-track line supporting the
Sixth Panzer Army assembly (Cologne-
Euskirchen) was hit so severely as to
stop all rail traffic on 11 December; but

% Detailed troop movements have been worked
out in Luttichau, Rail Communications, ch. VII,
passim.
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the line was running again on the 12th.
Two Rhine rail bridges took hits in
November and four were under repair
as the result of attacks during October.
In all cases at least one rail line per
bridge remained operable. An Allied
plane hit one bridge with one bomb
during the first half of December. Supply
shipments geierally went unscathed in
the actual concentration area. About
five hundred trains were employed to
effect this build-up, of which air attack
in October and November destroyed
only fifteen carloads.

In sum, the greatest menace to the
German rail concentration came from
attacks by bombers and fighter-bombers
against railroad tracks, stations, and
yards. Hardly a day passed without one
or more breaks somewhere in the system
at and west of the Rhine. During the
first two weeks of December the Allied
air attacks inflicted 125 breaks on the
rails feeding the Western Front, 6o of
which were in the concentration area.
German engineers, still working on
November cuts, repaired 150 breaks of
which 100 were in the concentration
area. There was, then, an uneasy equi-
librium between Allied air attacks and
the German rail repair capability. Be
it remembered, however, that the Allied
air campaign against the Reichsbahn
thus far was dispersed and a matter of
second priority.

If nuclear weapons do not succeed in
entirely removing rail transport from
the logistic systems of future war, the
German handling of the Ardennes build-
up will stand as a military model. As
a part of military history, the story of
this German success, achieved despite
Allied dominance in the air, merits some
attention. One of Hitler’s first concerns,

following the fateful decision to gamble
everything on a single stroke in the west,
was to assure himself that the Rhine
bridges would be secure and that the
Reichsbahn could bear the weight he
intended to impose upon it. Sometime
during September—an exact date is
lacking—the OKH Chief of Trans-
portation, General der Infanterie
Rudolf Gercke, was admitted to the
tiny circle' of those entrusted with
the Ardennes plans. His initial task was
to deal with the Rhine River crossing
sites; this was the priority through Sep-
tember and October. First the pillars
and piers supporting the Rhine bridges
were reinforced so that a lucky hit could
not send an entire bridge into the Rhine
waters. Next, a number of ferries were
modified to carry trains and a few high-
way bridges were strengthened for
tracklaying in the event that the regular
railroad bridges failed. Special heavy
spans of military bridging were floated
into waiting positions along the banks.
(At one time plans were made to ex-
pand two mining tunnels which ran
under the Rhine so that troops could be
marched from one side to the other.)
Ruhr industry contributed large stocks
of steel girders and plates; these stocks
were then distributed for quick repair
jobs at the main rail bridges. Early in
October reinforcement was introduced
on a number of bridges to permit the
passage of trains carrying the 7o-ton
King Tiger tanks. By early December
eight railway bridges were ready imme-
diately behind the assembly area, plus
an equal number of highway bridges
and twelve Rhine ferries capable of
handling locomotives. An additional
four rail bridges, lower down on the
Rhine, were scheduled for use if needed.
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The Allied decision to forgo any inten-
sive attacks against the Rhine crossings
gave this segment of the German rail
system relative immunity during the
build-up. The actual trackage and the
freight yards, particularly those west of
the Rhine, had no such immunity and
would come under increasing attack in
late November just when the concentra-
tion was swinging into full stride. Almost
completely bereft of any friendly air
cover, how did the Germans keep their
rail transport functioning? Recall that
the Wehrmacht had been forced to per-
fect the art of camouflage, that the tra-
ditionally severe German discipline
functioned nowhere better than in the
rigorous control of troop movement, and
that the Reichsbahn was an integral
member of the body military.

The first measure adopted to protect
military trains from Allied observation
and attack aimed at the utmost use of
darkness and bad flying weather. All
rail movement west of the line Bremen-
Kassel-Ulm, a distance of 150—200 miles
from the fighting front, was confined to
those times when air reconnaissance
would be stymied. A few exceptions,
for purposes of deception, were per-
mitted in the Aachen area. Control was
decentralized and even the smaller rail
stations were tied in to the main Ger-
man weather service so as to wring the
most mileage out of any local change in
the weather. Supply trains were organ-
ized east of the Rhine and there allo-
cated a particular line and army. Every
effort was made to load down the branch
lines, particularly when it became ap-
parent that the Allies tended to con-
centrate on the main lines.

Train movement was very carefully-

controlled. The thick forests of the Eifel,
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plus an unusual number of rail tunnels
near the chief supply dumps, gave con-
siderable chance of concealment. Wher-
ever possible the run was made to the
unloading point and back to the west
bank of the Rhine in one night. On
double-tracked lines the movement was
restricted to one-way traffic, then re-
versed. A host of small stations were
given extra siding so that trains could be
stationed serially all along the line and
unloaded simultaneously. This system
also permitted quick distribution to the
many small, concealed dumps. Earlier
it had been discovered that engine crews
often were killed by Allied strafing
while the locomotive remained intact.
Special light armor plate therefore was
introduced on all cabs. Also, it had been
noticed that fighter-bomber pilots
tended to work on a train at relatively
high altitudes when subjected to anti-
aircraft fire. All trains, then, would
carry a section of light flak. So success-
ful were these measures that a number
of divisions actually detrained at rail-
heads only eight to twenty miles behind
the front.

There were four main double-track
lines running into the Eifel. From 4
September to 10 December all were
under the control of the Seventh Army,
but on 10 December the two panzer
armies moved in to take command of
their own sectors. In the north, two
lines, Cologne-Diiren and Bonn-Euskir-
chen, handled the bulk of Sixth Panzer
Army traffic. The Ahr River line, fed
mainly by the Remagen bridge, sup-
ported the Fifth Panzer Army. The
Moselle line, following the old Napole-
onic “cannon road,” handled the Sev-
enth Army trains plus some traffic for
the Fifth. Although less rich in rail than
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areas to the north and south, the Eifel
possessed a substantial, crisscross net of
feeder lines. There was one main lateral
line quite close to the front, that via
Euskirchen-Kall-Ehrang-Trier. Until 16
December the main troop detraining
points were Schleiden, Stadtkyll, Priim,
Niederweiss, the west station at Trier,
and Konz. In addition there were four
chief areas for wunloading supplies:
Rheinbach, Mechernich, Muesch (near
Ahrdorf) , and Kall.

The amount of ammunition and POL
required to support the attack imposed
a severe load not only upon the dwin-
dling German war economy but on the
Eifel rail system as well. Hitler had
allocated one hundred trains of ammuni-
tion to nourish the counteroffensive, this
coming from the special Fuehrer Re-
serve. Over and above this special re-
serve, Generalmajor Alfred Toppe, the
Oberquartermeister, figured on scraping
together four units of what in German
practice was considered a basic load. Of
these units, one was allocated for the
artillery barrage preparatory to the
attack, one half would be used in break-
ing through the enemy main line of
resistance, and one and a half would be
fired to keep the offensive rolling. Toppe
had planned to have two basic loads of
ammunition in the hands of troops when
the attack commenced and did deliver
the loads as scheduled. However, he had
not counted on the Allied attacks, fur-
nishing only enough extra ammunition
for the normal day-to-day battle in the
west. By the second week of December
the two basic loads had been whittled
down to one and a half. Even so, on the
last day reported—13 December—Army
Group B had 15,099 tons of ammunition
in its dumps. The heavy concentration

of antiaircraft artillery scheduled to sup-
port the attack was better off than the
ground gunners: the 111 Flak Corps, with
66 heavy and %4 medium and light
batteries, had 47 basic loads of ammuni-
tion. In net, the Army Group B logisti-
cians estimated the attack would average
a daily ammunition consumption of
about 1,200 tons. Needless to say this
figure was based on a fastmoving ex-
ploitation once the breakthrough was
accomplished.

Moter fuel, a notorious logistic prob-
lem in German armies at this stage of
the war, was the greatest headache in
the Western Front headquarters, partic-
ularly in the last days before the attack.
The journals of OB WEST are jammed
during this period with messages
attempting to trace promised trainloads
of POL. By 16 December, however, the
quartermaster and rail systems had com-
bined to put the promised 4,680,000
gallons in the hands of OB WEST,
although perhaps half of this was in
dumps back at .the Rhine.

During the period 9 September—15
December the Seventh Army, or main,
concentration area received 1,502 troop
trains and approximately joo supply
trains, most of which were earmarked
for the counteroffensive. The Eifel rail
net in this time unloaded 144,735 tons
of supplies. At some point the Eifel rail
system would be saturated; this point
was reached on 147 December when OB
WEST was forced to detrain its incom-
ing reserve divisions on the west bank
of the Rhine, a factor of some signifi-
cance in the ensuing history of the Ar-
dennes battle.

With the Allies hammering at the
Roer, pushing along the Saar, and con-
verging on the Saverne Gap, the Arden-
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nes target date—2p November—passed
into discard. On that day Hitler re-
viewed the situation with his household
military staff. The enemy offensive, said
he, had fulfilled the major prerequisites

for a successful German attack. The.

Allies had taken heavy losses and had
been forced to deploy their reserves
close behind the attack front or feed
them into the line. Now, more than ever,
the Fuehrer was convinced of the Big
Solution’s feasibility. From somewhere
in lower echelons the idea had been
broached that the Meuse crossing sites
should be seized on the first day. This
brought hearty concurrence. Advance
battalions should try for the Meuse
bridges in the early morning (Hitler
probably referred here to the end of the
first 24-hour period). Again Hitler
stressed the need for penetrations on
narrow fronts, but once the break-
through -was accomplished he foresaw
considerable maneuver as the two panzer
armies hit the Meuse. To ensure flexi-
bility in the choice of bridgeheads, he
extended the Sixth Panzer Army zone
(on the right) to include the crossings
at Huy, while the Fifth Panzer Army
southern boundary moved down to
Givet. It may be that in this same brief-
ing the Fuehrer set a new D-day. In any
case Jodl visited Rundstedt on 26 No-
vember and delivered the news that
Null Tag (D-day) would be 10 Decem-
ber. This date finally was scrapped be-
cause the fuel dumps were not full and
a number of the assault divisions were
still en route to the concentration zone.
On the 11th Hitler approved further
postponement until ogg0 on 15 Decem-
ber, then on 12 December altered the
attack order to read the 16th, with the
usual proviso that if good flying weather
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intervened the whole operation would
stop dead in its tracks.!® '

The rail movement of the initial
attack divisions had nearly ended by 11
December, although the transport of the
second phase formations, belonging to
the OKW reserve, still had a few days
to go.l” The Seventh Army, quondam
caretaker on the Ardennes front, had
most of its divisions in the line but in
the nights just before the attack would
have to shift some of these southward
into the final assembly area designated
for the Seventh on the attack left wing.
The Fifth Panzer Army, slated to make
the attack in the center, had begun its
concentration in the Remagen-Mayen
area of the Eifel as early as 26 November,
but some of its armor was coming from
as far north as Miinchen-Gladbach—one
attack division, the r16th Panzer, would
not complete detraining until 16 Decem-
ber. The Sixth Panzer Army, which in
Hitler’s mind and in OKW plans rep-
resented the main effort and whose
four SS panzer divisions were expected
to pace the entire counteroffensive, by
6 December had closed its armor in a
zone stretching from west of Cologne
to southwest of Bonn. The question
remained whether the Sixth infantry
divisions, some of which were in the
Roer battle line, could be pried loose
and moved south in time for H-hour.
The Fifteenth Army, once intended to
cover the north flank of the Sixth Panzer

*The several postponements of the German D-
day are described in ETHINT-20, Hitler’s Con-
duct of the War (Rittmeister Dr. Wilhelm
Scheidt) .

" The riming at the end of the German con-
centration is given unit by unit in Luttichau’s
German Rail Communications and in his study
entitled The Ardennes Offensive, Progressive

Build-up and Operations, 11-19 December 1944.
MS in OCMH files.



70 THE ARDENNES: BATTLE OF THE BULGE

Army advance, had its hands full on the
Roer front. Here there was no immedi-
ate assembly problem, although the
army would have to plug the gaps left
as divisions pulled out for the Ardennes.
Ultimately, however, the Fifteenth
might be reinforced from the OKW re-
serve and join the attack. If the Fif-
teenth Army is excluded the German
attack front extended for 143 kilometers
(89 miles). The main armored con-
centration, however, would take place
on a frontage of g7 kilometers (61
miles) .

The timetable for final assembly in
attack positions required three days, or
better, three nights, since nearly all
movement would be confined to hours
of darkness. To prevent premature dis-
closure by some unit wandering into
the assembly area, all formations except
those already deployed on the original
Seventh Army front or immediately
behind it were banned from crossing
the Army Group B base line, twelve
miles behind the front, until the final
assembly was ordered by Hitler. Once
across the base line every movement had
to follow rigid timing. For further con-
trol the infantry and armored divisions
were each assigned two sectors for as-
sembly. Infantry Area I was marked by
a restraining line six miles from the
front; Area II extended forward to
points about two and a half to three
miles from the front. Armor Avea I
actually was east of the base line which
served as the forward restraining line;
Area II was defined by a line six to ten
miles from the front. The armored
divisions, of course, would be strung out
over greater distances than given here
but their assault echelons would be
fitted inside the two armored areas.

Timing was defined by coded days
from the alphabet. Since O-Tag or D-
day was in fact 16 December the calen-
dar dates can be given for what in the
plan was merely an undated sequence
of events. On K-Tag (12 December)
troops were alerted for movement. As
yet they had no knowledge of the offen-
sive; they would receive this information
the night before the attack jumped off.
By L-Tag (13 December) all units were
supposed to have their forward detach-
ments up to the base line; most of them
did. During the night of 13 December
the clockwork march to the final attack
positions began. Those infantry divi-
sions not already in place moved to the
forward restraining line of their Area I.
This also was the night for the guns and
howitzers belonging to army and VAK
batteries to move. Using horses from
the neighboring infantry artillery regi-
ments, and liberally employing straw to
muffle the wheels (just as had been done
in 1918), the batteries were dragged
into positions about five miles to the
rear of the ultimate firing emplacements.
The rocket projectors, easier to camou-
flage, were hidden immediately behind
their firing positions.

On the night of the 14th the infantry
divisions not already in place marched
quietly into Area II. Motorized artillery
went to assigned firing positions while
low-flying German planes zoomed nois-
ily over the American listening posts,
or it was dragged forward by horses. The
rocket projector crews dug their pieces
into the pits from which the prepara-
tion for the attack would be fired. The
tracked elements of the panzer division
assault groups churned into Armor Area
IT over roads which only two days earlier
had been iced completely and along
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which treacherous stretches remained.
Wheeled units moved up to the Area I
restraining line. This armored move-
ment in the dark of night was difficult
indeed, but to avoid entanglement each
panzer division had been given a road
of its own and in no cases did the dis-
tance traveled during the two nights
total more than fifty miles; for most it
was less. On the night of 15 December
all formations marched to the line of
departure or to forward combat posi-
tions. It would appear that nearly all
units were in place an hour or two be-
fore H-hour, o530 on the morning of
16 December.

Although the troops knew nothing of
their mission until the night of the 15th,
save what they could surmise, the com-
manders had been given the picture in
time to do some individual planning.
By the end of the first week in Decem-
ber all corps and division commanders
knew what was expected of them. Most
of the division staffs seem to have been
briefed on 10 December. Hitler re-
ceived the commanders entrusted with
the attack in two groups on the nights
of 11 and 12 December. Most of the
visitors seem to have been more im-
pressed by the Fuehrer’s obvious phys-
ical deterioration and the grim mien of
the SS guards than by Hitler’s rambling
recital of his deeds for Germany which
constituted this last “briefing.” 8

The forces assembled. for the counter-
offensive were the product of an almost
psychotic drive by Hitler to put every
last man, gun, and tank that could be
stripped from some part of the declining
German war establishment into the
attack. Thirteen infantry and seven

For the Hitler speeches of 11 and i2 Decem-
ber 1944 see Gilbert, Hitler Directs His War, p. 157.

18 On

71

armored divisions were ready for the
initial assault. Five divisions from the
OKW reserve were on alert or actually
en route to form the second wave, plus
one armored and one mechanized bri-
gade at reinforced strength. Approxi-
mately five additional divisions were
listed in the OKW reserve, but their
availability was highly dubious. Some
1,goo artillery pieces—including rocket
projectors—were ready to support the
attack.!® The seven armored divisions in
the initial echelon had about g70 tanks
and armored assault guns. The armored
and mechanized elements of the immedi-
ate OKW reserve had another 450 to
swell the armored attack.2® If and when
the Fifteenth Army joined in, the total
force could be counted as twenty-nine
infantry and twelve armored divisions.

These divisions and heavy weapons
might or might not suffice for the task
at hand, but the total represented the
best that the Wehrmacht could do. Of
the armored complement on the West-
ern Front—2,567 tanks and assault guns
—Army Group B and OKW reserve had
been given 2,168. About a third of this
latter total would have to be left for
the time being with the Fifteenth Army
to shore up the right-wing defenses in
the Roer sector. Some four hundred

the German artillery preparations see
MSS #B-311, Army Group B Artillery, Ardennes
(General der Artillerie Karl Thoholte); B-347,
Sixth SS Panzer Army Artillery (Generalleutnant
Waffen-§§ Walter Staudinger); B-759, Sixth Panzer
Army, 15 December 1944-21 January 1945
(Staudinger) .

2 The very difficult task of evaluating and
reconciling the various tank strengths given in
individual (and fragmentary) German documents
has been ably done in Charles V. P. von Luttichau’s
manuscript, Armor in the Ardennes Offensive
(1952). OCMH. Cf., MS#P-o59 (Mueller-Hille-
brand) and the OB WEST KTB for 16 December

1944.
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tanks and assault guns were all that
remained to German divisions on the
rest of the long Western Front. The
hard-pressed armies on the FEastern
Front likewise had been denied the
armored matériel to replace their heavy
autumn losses. At the beginning of De-
cember the Eastern Front total in opera-
tional tanks and assault guns was roughly
1,500.21  Despite  Hitler’s personal
emphasis on the power of the artillery
arm and the very substantial number of
tubes allocated for the offensive, the
greatest portion of OB WEST artillery
had to be left for corsetting where armor
and infantry had been pulled out, and,
because of the scarcity of prime movers,
a large number of batteries scheduled
for the attack never got forward at all.
The artillery flak and rocket projector
support for the entire Western Front
actually numbered 7,822 pieces on 16
December.

As proof that the Western Front’s
armored strength in December 1944
equaled that of the halcyon days at the
beginning of the war, Hitler’s personal
staff compiled a special report which
showed that 2,594 tanks had taken part
in the victorious 1940 campaign in the
west. Nobody, it would appear, cared to
look at comparative figures of air
strengths in previous campaigns. In the
Polish campaign some 50 German divi-
sions had been given direct support by
1,800 first-line aircraft. The Balkan
campaign had seen 1,000 aircraft sup-
porting 17 divisions. The victorious ad-
vance into the Soviet Union had brought
123 divisions into the line, with 2,500
first-line attack planes in the air.??> Now,

2 See Luttichau’s Armor in the Ardennes Of-
fensive, Table II.

#These figures have been gleaned from various

for the 25 divisions certain to be com-
mitted in the Ardennes, Goering could
promise only a thousand planes. By this
time Hitler was chary of Luftwaffe prom-
ises and watered down this figure to 8oo—
goo planes when he presented it to OB
WEST. Hitler’s estimate would be met
—but only for one day and that when
the ground battle already had been
decided. ‘

In December 1944, Germany was
fighting a “poor man’s war” on the
ground as in the air.?® This must be
remembered when assessing the actual
military potential of the divisions ar-
rayed for the western offensive. Motor
transport was in sorry shape; the best-
equipped divisions had about 8o percent
of their vehicular tables of equipment,
but many had only half the amount spec-
ified in the tables. One of the best mech-
anized divisions had sixty different types
of automotive transport. Spare parts, a
necessity in rough terrain and poor
weather, hardly existed. There was only
a handful of prime movers and heavy
tank retrievers. Signal equipment was
antiquated, worn-out, and sparse; the
same held for engineer tools and ve-
hicles. Antitank guns were scarce, the
heavy losses in this weapon sustained in
the summer and autumn disasters having
never been made good. The German
infantryman would have to defend him-
self against the enemy tank with bravery
and the bazooka, or so the field service
regulations read.

German military poverty was nowhere
more apparent than in the stocks of
ammunition and POL which had been

secondary sources and are- estimates only. Joint
Intelligence Survey, Some Weaknesses in German
Strategy and Organization (1946).

= MS # P-o31b.
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laboriously amassed to support the
attack. The Sixth Panzer Army artillery
commander, for example, had pleaded
for twelve to fifteen units of artillery
ammunition for the first ten days of
operations.?* On 16 December there were
only one and a half units with the Army
Group B guns and only two additional
units in prospect. Although OB WEST
appears to have estimated a daily POL
consumption of 260,000 gallons per day
for the Ardennes force, a number of the
higher German quartermasters pre-
dicted that Army Group B would burn
four times that amount on each day of
the operation.?® The armored divisions
had in their vehicles and trains enough
fuel for perhaps go to 100 miles of nor-
- mal cruising, but battle in the Ardennes
could hardly be considered normal tra-
vel. Though it is a commonplace that
commanders and supply officers at the
tactical level always want more shells
and gasoline than they probably can use,
there is no question but that the Arden-
nes counteroffensive began on a logistical
shoestring.

On 15 December the intelligence
staff at Rundstedt’s headquarters took
one last look at the opposite side of the
hill.?¢ In the days just previous there
seems to have been a growing uneasiness
that the Allies had recognized the im-
pending attack and begun redeployment
to meet it. Probably this was no more
than a nervous reaction to the continued

#The general problem of artillery and ammu-
nition is discussed by General Thoholte, the artil-
lery representative of Army Group B, in MS #B-311
(Thoholte).

* A contemporary memorandum on the supply

and POL status written by a Colonel Poleck is
found in Schramm’s Merkbuch under the date of
3 January 1945.

#The Germar Intelligence Estimate for 15 Dec-
ember 1944 is given in OB WEST KTB.
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postponement of D-day, for on the 15th
the picture was rosy. The U.S. 4th, 28th,
106th, and ggth Infantry Divisions and
their respective boundaries remained un-
altered. The enemy “lack of interest”
in this sector was “underlined” by the
paucity of aerial reconnaissance. The
only new American division to arrive on
the Western Front, the 75th, had been
identified the day before in the Roer
sector. For several days it had been
recognized that the U.S. 12th Army
Group lacked ‘large operational re-
serves.” Agents working in France had
reported on 7 December that the 82d
and 101st Airborne Divisions were as-
sembled at Mourmelon preparing for
another airborne operation. These two
divisions appeared to be the only U.S.
forces uncommitted. The “rubber duck”
operation on the VIII Corps front in
which Special Troops from the 12th
Army Group simulated an additional
division had been reflected for some days
on German situation maps by a question .
mark. On the 15th, however, OB WEST
was satisfied that no new division existed
and the question mark disappeared.
The 4th and 28th Infantry Divisions
were known to be exhausted and it was
doubted that they were up to strength.
There appeared to be relatively little
armor opposite the three assault armies,
probably no more than g70 tanks at the
maximum. Although restrictions on
patrolling had limited any recent infor-
mation on exact tactical locations, there
existed a complete file carefully built
up since September. New arrivals on the
Ardennes front had tended to occupy
the same positions as their predecessors,
and on this habit the Germans counted.
The three communications intelligence
companies operating under Army Group
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B were pleased to report that American
carelessness in the use of radio and com-
mercial telephone nets was up to par,
and that no reinforcements were en
route to the Ardennes.?

Across the line intelligence staffs were
equally placid—although with less rea-
son. The 12th Army Group G-2 situa-
tion map of 15 December showed no
changes. For the sector from the Moselle
to Monschau only five German divisions
appeared, with a sixth apparently with-
drawing from the Eifel. The Sixth Pan-
zer Army symbol still crowded the dot
on the map representing Cologne. All
panzer divisions, except the 9th SS and
the r2th SS, which bore question marks,

# MS #P-038, German Radio Intelligence (1950).

remained
Eifel.z®
In the German camp there was one
last hitch. On 15 December Model asked
Rundstedt to postpone the attack, but
the latter ruled that O-Tag would be
as scheduled and so informed Fuehrer
headquarters. At 1530 an officer named
Waizenegger telephoned from OKW to
give Hitler’s confirmation of Rundstedt’s
decision; the liaison officers waiting with
Rundstedt’s staff departed for their com-
mands at once, bearing the attack orders.
And at midnight on the 15th the officer
keeping the OB WEST War Diary made
the last entry of that date: “Tomorrow
brings the beginning of a new chapter

in locations north of the

in the Campaign In the West.”

®This situation map may be found in Thomp-
son’s American Intelligence on the German
Counteroffensive.



CHAPTER V

The Sixth Panzer Army Attack

On the night of 15 December German
company commanders gave their men
the watchword which had come from
the Fuehrer himself: ‘“Forward to and
over the Meuse!” The objective was
Antwerp. Hitler’s concept of the Big
Solution had prevailed; the enemy was
not to be beaten east of the Meuse but
encircled by a turning movement be-
yond that river. The main effort would
be made by Dietrich’s Sixth Panzer
Army on the north wing, with orders to
cross the Meuse on both sides of Liége,
wheel north, and strike for the Albert
Canal, fanning out the while to form a
front extending from Maastricht to
Antwerp. Meanwhile the infantry divi-
sions to the rear of the armored columns
would form the north shoulder of the
initial advance and a subsequent block-
ing position east of the Meuse along the
Vesdre River. Eventually, or so Hitler
intended, the Fifteenth Army would
advance to take a station protecting the
Sixth Panzer Army right and rear.

Manteuffel’s Fifth Panzer Army, ini-
tially acting as the center, had the mis-
sion of crossing the Meuse to the south
of the Sixth, but because the river
angled away to the southwest might be
expected to cross a few hours later than
its armored partner on the right. Once
across the Meuse, Manteuffel had the
mission of preventing an Allied counter-
attack against Dietrich’s left and rear by

holding the line Antwerp-Brussels-
Namur-Dinant. The left wing of the
counteroffensive, composed of infantry
and mechanized divisions belonging to
Brandenberger’s Seventh Army, had
orders to push to the Meuse, unwinding
a cordon of infantry and artillery facing
south and southwest, thereafter anchor-
ing the southern German flank on the
angle formed by the Semois and the
Meuse. Also, the Fuehrer had expressed
the wish that the first segment of the
Seventh Army cordon be pushed as far
south as Luxembourg City if possible.

What course operations were to take
once Antwerp was captured is none too
clear.! Indeed no detailed plans existed
for this phase. There are numerous indi-
cations that the field commanders did
not view the Big Solution too seriously
but fixed their eyes on the seizure of the
Meuse bridgeheads rather than on the
capture of Antwerp. Probably Hitler
had good reason for the final admoni-
tion, on 15 December, that the attack was
not to begin the northward wheel until
the Meuse was crossed.

Dietrich’s Sixth Panzer Army, selected
to make the main effort, had a distinct
political complexion. Its armored divi-
sions all belonged to the Waffen SS, its

! Jodl, while a prisoner at Nuremberg, said that

once the Antwerp line was reached the subse-
quent German operations would aim at “neutral-
izing” the Allied armies to the east.
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commander was an old party member,
and when regular Wehrmacht officers
were assigned to help in the attack prep-
arations they were transferred to the SS
rolls. Hitler’s early plans speak of the
Sixth S§§ Panzer Army, although on 16
December the army still did not bear
the SS appellation in any official way, and
it is clear that the Sixth was accorded
the responsibility and honor of the main
effort simply because Hitler felt he could
depend on the SS.

GENERAL DIETRICH

Josef “Sepp” Dietrich had the appro-
priate political qualifications to ensure
Hitler’s trust but, on his military record,
hardly those meriting command of the
main striking force in the great counter-
offensive. By profession a butcher,
Dietrich had learned something of the
soldier’s trade in World War I, rising to
the rank of sergeant, a rank which at-
tached to him perpetually in the minds

of the aristocratic members of the Ger-
man General Staff. He had accompanied
Hitler on the march to the Feldherrn-
halle in 1928 and by 1940 had risen to
command the Adolf Hitler Division,
raised from Hitler’s bodyguard regi-
ment, in the western campaign. After
gaining considerable reputation in
Russia, Dietrich was brought to the west
in 1944 and there commanded a corps
in the great tank battles-at Caen. He
managed to hang onto his reputation
during the subsequent retreats and
finally was selected personally by Hitler
to command the Sixth Panzer Army. Un-
couth, despised by most of the higher
officer class, and with no great intelli-
gence, Dietrich had a deserved reputa-
tion for bravery and was known as a
tenacious and driving division and corps
commander. Whether he could com-
mand an army remained to be proven.

The attack front assigned the Sixth
Panzer Army, Monschau to Krewinkel,
was narrower than that of its southern
partner because terrain in this sector
was poor at the breakthrough points and
would not offer cross-country tank going
until the Hohes Venn was passed. The
initial assault wave consisted of one ar-
mored and one infantry corps. On the
south flank the I SS Panzer Corps
(Generalleutnant der Waffen-SS Her-
mann Priess) had two armored divisions,
the st SS Panzer and the r2th SS Pan-
zer, plus three infantry divisions, the 3d
Parachute, the r2th Volks Grenadier,
and the 277th Volks Grenadier. On the
north flank the LXVII Corps (General
der Infanterie Otto Hitzfeld) had only
two infantry divisions, the 326th and
246th Volks Grenadier. The doctrinal
question as to whether tanks or infantry
should take the lead, still moot in Ger-
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man military thinking after all the years
of war, had been raised when Dietrich
proposed to make the initial break-
through with his two tank divisions. He
was overruled by Model, however, and
the three infantry divisions were given
the mission of punching a hole on either
side of Udenbreth. Thereafter the in-
fantry was to swing aside, moving north-
west to block the three roads which led
south from Verviers and onto the route
the armor would be taking in its dash
for Liége. Hitzfeld’s corps had a less
ambitious program: to attack on either
side of Monschau, get across the Miit-
zenich-Elsenborn road, then turn north
and west to establish a hard flank on the
line Simmerath-Eupen-Limburg. All
five of the Sixth Panzer Army infantry
divisions ultimately would wind up, or
so the plan read, forming a shoulder on
an east-west line from Rotgen (north of
Monschau) to Liége. Under this flank
cover the armored divisions of the I §S
Panzer Corps would roll west, followed
by the second armored wave, the IT SS
Panzer Corps (General der Waffen-SS
Willi Bittrich) composed of the 2d and
9th 8§ Panzer Divisions.

Dietrich’s staff had selected five roads
to carry the westward advance, the armor
being assigned priority rights on the four
southernmost. Actually it was expected
that the zst $S and r2th SS Panzer Divi-
sions would use only one road each.
(These two routes ran through the ggth
Infantry Division sector.) Although the
planning principle as regards the ar-
mored divisions was to hold the reins
loose and let them run as far and as fast
as they could, the Sixth Panzer did have
a timetable: one day for penetration and
breakout, one day to get the armor over
the Hohes Venn, the Meuse to be
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reached by the evening of the third day,
and crossings to be secured by
the fourth.?

This army was relatively well
equipped and trained. Most of its ar-
mor had been out of combat for some
time and the horde of replacements had
some degree of training in night move-
ment and fighting. The Ist and 2d $§
had not been loaded with Luftwaffe and
over-age replacements as had the other
divisions. The artillery complement of
the Sixth Panzer Army was very heavy,
albeit limited in mobility by the paucity
of self-propelled battalions. The four
armored divisions had about 500 tanks
and armored assault guns, including go
Tigers (Mark VI). Lacking were two
things which would markedly affect the
operations of the Sixth Panzer Army
once battle was joined. There were few
trained engineer companies and these
had little power equipment. The infan-
try lacked their full complement of as-
sault guns, a weapon on which the
German rifie platoon had learned to lean
in the assault; only the 3d Parachute was
fully armed with this critical infantry
weapon.?

The 99th Division Sector

The southern portion of the V Corps
front was occupied by the ggth Infantry
Division (Maj. Gen. Walter E. Lauer),

2MS # A-g24, Operations of Sixth Panzer Army,
194445 (S8  Generalmajor Fritz Kraemer).
Kraemer was chief of staff of Sixth Panzer Army.

®MSS # B-311 (Thoholte) and P-109a, Ardennes
Follow Up—3d SS Panzer Grenadier Regiment
(Oberstleutant Waffen-SS Guenther Wisliceny) ; see
also ETHINT-21, Sixth Panzer Army in the Ar-
dennes Offensive (Generalmajor (Waffen-88) Fritz
Kraemer) and ETHINT-61, Tank Maintenance,
Ardennes (General der Panzertruppen Horst

Stumpf).
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which had arrived on the Gontinent in
November 1944 and been placed in this
defensive sector to acquire experience.*
The ggth Division front (left to right)
extended from Monschau and Héfen to
the railroad just north of Lanzerath, a
distance of about nineteen miles. To the
east lay the Germans in the West Wall
pillbox line. The {rontage assigned an
untried division at first thought seems
excessive, but the V Corps commander
wished to free as much of his striking
power as possible for use in the sched-
uled attack to seize the Roer dams;
furthermore the nature of the terrain
appeared little likely to attract a major
German attack.

In the extreme northern portion of
the sector, around Hofen, the ground
was studded with open hills, to the east
of which lay a section of the Monschau
Forest. Only a short distance to the
south of Hofen the lines of the ggth
entered this forest, continuing to run
through a long timber belt until the
boundary between the V and VIII Corps
was reached at the Losheim Gap. The

*The records of the ggth Division, for the
battle described in this chapter, are quite com-
plete and detailed. Basic documents are: ggth
Div AAR and G-3 Jnl; AAR’s and Unit Jnls of
the 393d, 394th, and gg5th Inf Regts; 7415t Tank
Bn AAR; AAR’s of 63gth and 413th AAA Bns;
254th Engr Combat Bn AAR and ]Jnl; 8oist
Tank Destroyer Bn AAR; g71st FA Bn AAR;
and 79gth Ord Co AAR. This operation was the
subject of studies by participants while in Classes
Nos. 1 and 2, Advanced Infantry Officers Course,
Fort Benning, Ga. (see especially those by Majors
Ben W. Legare, J. B. Kemp, and T. J. Gendron
and Capt. Wesley J. Simmons). The then com-
mander of the ggth Division has written the official
division history; see Major General Walter E.
Lauer, Battle Babies: The Story of the g9gth In-
fantry Division in World War II (Baton Rouge:
Military Press of Louisiana, Inc., 1g51). American
combat interviews are another useful source.

thick woods in the sector were tangled
with rocky gorges, little streams, and
sharp hills. The division supply lines
began as fairly substantial all-weather
roads, then dwindled, as they ap-
proached the forward positions, to
muddy ruts following the firebreaks and
logging trails. Except for the open area
in the neighborhood of Hofen, visibility
was limited and fields of fire restricted.
Any clearing operation in the deep
woods would only give away the Ameri-
can positions. Although terrain seemed
equally difficult for defense or offense,
this balance would exist only so long as
the defender could retain control over
his units in the woods and provide some
sort of cordon to check infiltration. The
nature of the ground and the length of
the front made such a cordon impossible;
the ggth could maintain no more than a
series of strongpoints, with unoccupied
and undefended gaps between.

Three roads were of primary impor-
tance in and east of the division area.
In the north a main paved road led from
Hofen through the Monschau Forest,
then divided as it emerged on the east-
ern edge (this fork beyond the forest
would have some tactical importance) . A
second road ran laterally behind the
division center and right wing, leaving
the Hofen road at the tiny village of
Wabhlerscheid, continuing south through
the twin hamlets of Rocherath and Krin-
kelt, then intersecting a main east-west
road at Biillingen. This paved highway
entered the division zone from the east
at Losheimergraben and ran west to
Malmédy by way of Biillingen and But-
genbach. As a result, despite the poverty
of roads inside the forest belt where the
forward positions of the ggth Division
lay, the division sector could be entered
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Snow SceENE NEarR KRINKELT

from the east along roads tapping either
flank.

From 8 December on the ggth Divi-
sion had been preparing for its first
commitment in a large-scale operation,
repairing roads; laying additional tele-
phone wire, and shifting its guns for the
V Corps attack toward the Roer dams.
In addition a new supply road was con-
structed from the Krinkelt area to the
sector held by the ggsth Infantry. The
2d Infantry Division was to pass through
the ggth, then the latter would attack to
cover the southern flank of the 2d Divi-
sion advance. As scheduled, the 2d Divi-
sion passed through the ggth Division on
13 December, beginning its attack on a
narrow front toward Dreiborn, located

on the northern fork of the Hofen road
beyond the Monschau Forest.

The dispositions of the ggth Division
were these: On the north flank-the gd
Battalion, ggsth Infantry, occupied the
Hofen area, with the 38th Cavalry
Squadron on the left and the ggth
Reconnaissance Troop on the right. The
ground here was open and rolling, the
gd Battalion well dug in and possessed
of good fields of fire. Next in line to the
south, the 2d Division was making its
attack on a thrust line running north-
eastward, its supply route following the
section of the Héfen road which ran
through the forest to the fork. The re-
maining two battalions of the gg5th re-
sumed the ggth Division front, succeeded
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to the south, in turn, by the 393d Infan-
try and the gg4th. Conforming to the
wooded contour, the elements of the ggth
Division south of the 2d Division attack-
ing column occupied a slight salient
bellying out from the flanks.

Two battalions of the ggth Division
(the 1st and 2d of the ggsth) took part
in the attack begun on 14§ December,
although other elements of the division
put on demonstrations to create some
diversion to their immediate front. The
2d Battalion, gg5th, on the right of the
2d Division jumped off in deep snow and
bitter cold in an attack intended to swing
north, wedge through the West Wall
bunker line, and seize Harperscheid on
the southern fork of the road beyond the
forest. The advance on the 13th went
well; then, as the attack hit the German
bunkers and enemy guns and mortars
ranged in, the pace began to slow. By
16 December, however, several impor-
tant positions were in American hands
and it seemed that a breakthrough was
in the making despite bad weather, poor
visibility, and difficult terrain.

The German troops manning the
West Wall positions in front of the 2d
and ggth Divisions had been identified
prior to the 13 December attack as
coming from the 277th Volks Grenadier
Division and the 294th Regiment of the
18th Volks Grenadier Division. An addi-
tional unit was identified on the second
day of the offensive when prisoners were
taken who carried the pay books of the
326th Volks Grenadier Division. Al-
though this was the only indication of
any German reinforcement, American
commanders and intelligence officers
anticipated that a counterattack shortly
would be made against the shoulders of
the 2d Division corridor held by the

ggth, but that this would be limited in
nature and probably no more than regi-
mental in strength. The immediate and
natural reaction, therefore, to the Ger-
man attack launched against the ggth
Division on the morning of the fourth
day of the V Corps offensive (16 Decem-
ber) was that this was no more than the
anticipated riposte.

The Initial Attack, 16 December

To the south of the gg93d Infantry, the
394th (Col. Don Riley) held a defensive
sector marking the right flank terminus
for both the ggth Division and V Corps.
The 6,500-yard front ran along the In-
ternational Highway from a point west
of Neuhof, in enemy hands, south to
Losheimergraben. Nearly the entire line
lay inside the forest belt. On the right a
two-mile gap existed between the regi-
ment and the forward locations of the
14th Cavalry Group. To patrol this gap
the regimental I and R Platoon held an
outpost on the high ground slightly
northwest of Lanzerath and overlooking
the road from that village. Thence
hourly jeep patrols worked across the gap
to meet patrols dispatched by the cavalry
on the other side of the corps boundary.
Acutely aware of the sensitive nature of
this southern flank, General Lauer had
stationed his division reserve (3d Bat-
talion of the gg4th) near the Buchholz
railroad station in echelon behind the
right of the two battalions in the line.

The fateful position of the gg4th
would bring against it the main effort of
the I SS Panzer Corps and, indeed, that
of the Sixth Panzer Army. T'wo roads ran
obliquely through the regimental area.
One, a main road, intersected the north-
south International Highway (and the
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forward line held by the gg4th) at
Losheimergraben and continued north-
westward through Biillingen and But-
genbach to Malmédy. The other, a
secondary road but generally passable in
winter, branched from the International
Highway north of Lanzerath, and curved
west through Buchholz, Honsfeld, Schop-
pen, and Faymonville, roughly parallel-
ing the main road to the north.

Of the five westward roads assigned
the I SS Panzer Corps the two above were
most important. The main road to Biil-
lingen and Malmédy would be called
“C” on the German maps; the secondary
road would be named “D.” These two
roads had been selected as routes for the
main armored columns, first for the
panzer elements of the I SS Panzer
Corps, then to carry the tank groups of
the II SS Panzer Corps composing the
second wave of the Sixth Panzer Army’s
attack. But since the commitment of ar-
mored spearheads during the battle to
break through the American main line
of resistance had been ruled out, the
initial German attempt to effect a pene-
tration would turn on the efforts of the
three infantry divisions loaned the I
8§ Panzer Corps for this purpose only.
The 277th Volks Grenadier Division,
aligned opposite the American gggd In-
fantry, had a mission which would turn
its attack north of the axis selected for
the armored advance. Nonetheless, suc-
cess or failure by the 277th would deter-
mine the extent to which the tank routes
might be menaced by American inter-
vention from the north. The twin towns,
Rocherath-Krinkelt, for example, com-
manded the road which cut across—and
thus could be wused to block—the
Biillingen road, route C.

The two infantry divisions composing
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the I S§ Panzer Corps center and south
wing were directly charged with open-
ing the chief armored routes. The z2th
Volks Grenadier Division, regarded by
the Sixth Army staff as the best of the
infantry divisions, had as its axis of at-
tack the Biillingen road (route C); its
immediate objective was the crossroads
point of departure for the westward
highway at Losheimergraben and the
opening beyond the thick Gerolstein
Forest section of the woods belt. The ul-
timate objective for the r2th Division
attack was the attainment of a line at
Nidrum and Weywertz, eight airline
miles beyond the American' front, at
which point the division was to face
north as part of the infantry cordon cov-
ering the Sixth Panzer Army flank. The
3d Parachute Division, forming the left
wing in the initial disposition for the at-
tack, had a zone of advance roughly fol-
lowing the southern shoulder of the
Honsfeld or D route. The area selected
for the breakthrough attempt comprised
the north half of the U.S. 14th Cavalry
Group sector and took in most of the gap
between the cavalry and the ggth Divi-
sion. In the first hours of the advance,
then, the 3d Parachute Division would
be striking against the 14th Cavalry
Group in the Krewinkel-Berterath area.
But the final objective of the 3d Para-
chute attack was ten miles to the north-
west, the line Schoppen-Eibertingen on
route D. The 3d Parachute axis thus
extended through the right of the ggth
Division.

The decision as to exactly when the
two panzer divisions would be com-
mitted in exploitation of the penetra-
tions achieved by the infantry was a
matter to be decided by the commanders
of the Sixth Panzer Army and Army
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Group B as the attack developed. Ar-
mored infantry kampfgruppen from the
12th 8§ Panzer Division and 1st SS
Panzer Division were asscmbled close be-
hind the infantry divisions, in part as
reinforcements for the breakthrough
forces, in part because none of the Volks
Grenadier units were used to close co-
operation with armor.

Considerable reshuffling had been
needed in the nights prior to 16 Decem-
ber to bring the I SS Panzer Corps
toward its line of departure and to feed
the infantry into the West Wall positions
formerly occupied by the 277th Division.
All this was completed by o400 on the
morning set for the attack (except for
the reconnaissance battalion which failed
to arrive in the 3d Parachute Division
lines) , and the bulk of the two artillery
corps and two Volks Werfer brigades
furnishing the artillery reinforcement
was in position. None of the three army
assault gun battalions, one for each at-
tacking division, had yet appeared. The
German artillery, from the 75-mm. in-
fantry accompanying howitzers up to the
210-mm. heavy battalions, were deployed
in three groupments, by weight and
range, charged respectively with direct
support of the attacking infantry, coun-
terbattery, and long-distance fire for
destruction.

The first thunderclap of the massed
German guns and Werfers at o530 on 16
December was heard by outposts of the
394th Infantry as “outgoing mail,” fire
from friendly guns, but in a matter of
minutes the entire regimental area was
aware that something most unusual had
occurred. Intelligence reports had lo-
cated only two horse-drawn artillery
pieces opposite one of the American line
battalions; after a bombardment of an

hour and five minutes the battalion
executive officer reported, “They sure-
worked those horses to death.” But until
the German infantry were actually
sighted moving through the trees, the
American reaction to the searchlights
and exploding shells was that the enemy
simply was feinting in answer to the 2d
and ggth attack up north. In common
with the rest of the ggth the line troops
of the gg4th had profited by the earlier
quiet on this front to improve their posi-
tions by log roofing; so casualties during
the early morning barrage were few.

The German infantry delayed in fol-
lowing up the artillery preparation,
which ended about 07700. On this part of
the forest front the enemy line of de-
parture was inside the woods. The prob-
lem, then, was to get the attack rolling
through the undergrowth, American
barbed wire, and mine fields immedi-
ately to the German front. The groping
nature of the attack was enhanced by
the heavy mist hanging low in the forest.

The 2d Battalion, on the north flank,
was more directly exposed since a road
led into the woods position from Neuhof.
At this point, close to the regimental
boundary, the battle was carried by a
fusilier company attached to the ggoth
Regiment of the 277th Volks Grenadier
Division. The fusiliers succeeded in
reaching the 2d Battalion lines about
0800 but were driven off by small arms
fire and artillery.

In midafternoon the r2th SS Panzer
Division, waiting for the infantry to
open the road to the International High-
way, apparently loaned a few tanks to
carry the fusiliers into the attack.® Be-

®The action in this sector has been covered
by General Priess in MS # A-877, Commitment
of the I 8§ Panzer Corps During the Ardennes
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hind a smoke screen the tanks rolled out
of Neuhof. An American sergeant
spotted this move and with a sound-
powered telephone brought friendly ar-
tillery into play. High explosive stoppéd
the tanks in their tracks. A few infantry-
men got through to the forest positions
occupied by the 2d Battalion. There an
unknown BAR man atop a log hut
“raised hell with the Krauts” and the at-
tack petered out. The 2d Battalion, dur-
ing this day, never was really pressed. The
chief enemy thrusts had gone to the
north, where the right flank of the gg3d
Infantry was hit hard by the 277tk Divi-
sion, and to the south, against the center
and refused right flank of the gg4th. No
word of events elsewhere on the gg4th
front reached the 2d Battalion command
post, but the appearance of German in-
fantry in the woods along the northern
regimental boundary gave a clue to the
penetration developing there, and the
left company of the 2d Battalion was
pulled back somewhat as flank protec-
tion, ,

The initial enemy action along the
394th Infantry center and south flank
was intended to punch holes through
which the panzer columns might de-
bouch onto the Biillingen and Honsfeld
roads. The prominent terrain feature,
in the first hours of the fight, was a

Offensive, 16 Deccmber 1944-25 January 1945
(General der Waffen-SS Hermann Priess. Cf. MS
# P-109d, Ardennes Follow Up (Oberst der
Schutzpolizei F. W. Bock), and MS # B-s77, I
8§ Panzer Corps, 15 October-16 December 1944
(Oberst der Waffen-S§ Rudolf Lehman). These
are fragments extant of I11/S§Pz Gr Regt 25, KTB
Nr. 2. For the story of the 277th Volks Grenadier
Division, see MS # B-273, 277th Volks Grenadier
Division, November 1944-January 1945 (General-
major Wilhelm Viebig), and MS # B-465, 3d
Panzer Grenadier Division, 16-28 December 1944
(Generalmajor Walter Denkert) .
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branch railroad line which crossed the
frontier just north of Losheim and then
twined back and forth, over and under
the Biillingen-Malmédy highway west-
ward. During the autumn retreat the
Germans themselves had destroyed the
bridge which carried the Biillingen road
over the railroad tracks north of Los-
heim. To the west the highway overpass
on the Lanzerath-Losheimergraben sec-
tion of the International Highway had
also been demolished. The crossroads
at Losheimergraben would have to be
taken if the German tanks were to have
quick and easy access to the Biillingen
road, but the approach to Losheimer-
graben, whether from Losheim or Lan-
zerath, was denied to all but infantry
until such time as the railroad track
could be captured and the highway over-
passes restored.

The line of track also indicated the
axis for the advance of the left wing of
the r2th Volks Grenadier Division and,
across the lines, marked a general bound-
ary between the 1st and gd Battalions of
the 394th Infantry. When the barrage
lifted, about 0400, the assault regiments
of the 12th Division already were mov-
ing toward the American positions. The
48th Grenadier Regiment, in the north,
headed through the woods for the
Losheimergraben  crossroads. Fallen
trees, barbed wire, and mines,
compounded with an almost complete
ignorance of the forest trails, slowed
this advance. The attack on the left,
by the 27th Fuesilier Regiment, had
easier going, with much open country
and a series of draws leading directly
to the track and the American positions.

The gd Battalion (Maj. Norman A.
Moore) , to the south and west of the 1st
Battalion position at Losheimergraben,
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LOSHEIMERGRABEN

first encountered the enemy. About 0745
L Company, at the Buchholz station, had
taken advantage of the lull in the shell-
ing and was just lining up for breakfast
when figures were seen approaching
through the fog, marching along the
track in a column of two’s. First thought
to be friendly troops, the Germans were
almost at the station before recognition
brought on a fusilade of American bul-
lets. The enemy scattered for the box-
cars outside the station or sought shelter
in ditches along the right of way and a
close-quarters fire fight began. A g-inch
tank destroyer systematically worked
over the cars, while the American mor-
tar crews raked the area beside the track.

A few Germans reached the roundhouse
near the station, but Sgt. Savino Trava-
lini, leader of the antitank platoon, went
forward with a bazooka, fired in enough
rounds to flush the fusiliers, then cut
them down with his rifle as they broke
into the open. (Sergeant Travalini was
awarded a battlefield commission as sec-
ond lieutenant.) K Company, ordered up
to reinforce the outnumbered defenders
at the station, arrived in time to take a
hand in the affray. By noon the Germans
had been repelled, leaving behind about
seventy-five dead; L Company had suf-
fered twenty-five or thirty casualties.

As a result of the stubborn stand at
the station, some of the assault platoons
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of the 27th Fuesilier Regiment circled
back to the northeast and onto the left
of the 1st Battalion (Lt. Col. Robert H.
Douglas). Here one of the battalion
antitank guns stopped the lead German
tank and the supporting fusiliers were
driven back by 81-mm. mortar fire thick-
ened by an artillery barrage. The major
threat in the Losheimergraben sector
came shortly after noon when the 48th
Grenadier Regiment finally completed
its tortuous approach through the woods,
mines, and wire, and struck between B
and C Companies. B Company lost some
sixty men and was forced back about 400
yards; then, with the help of the attached
heavy machine gun platoon, it stiffened
and held. During the fight Sgt. Eddie
Dolenc moved his machine gun forward
to a shell hole which gave a better field of
fire. When last seen Sergeant Dolenc still
was firing, a heap of gray-coated bodies
lying in front of the shell hole.® The C
Company outposts were driven in, but
two platoons held their original positions
throughout the day. Company A beat oft
the German infantry assault when this
struck its forward platoon; then the
battalion mortar platoon, raising its
tubes to an 8g-degree angle, rained shells
on the assault group, leaving some eighty
grenadiers dead or wounded.

The early morning attack against the
right flank of the gg94th had given alarm-
ing indication that the very tenuous con-
nection with the 14th Cavalry Group
had been severed and that the southern
flank of the ggth Division was exposed
to some depth. The only connecting link,
the go-man I and R Platoon of the gg4th,
northwest of Lanzerath, had lost physical
contact early in the day both with the

SSergeant Dolenc was listed as MIA; he was
awarded the DSC.
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cavalry and with its own regiment. Radio
communication with the isolated platoon
continued for some time, and at 1140
word was relayed to the ggth Division
command post that the cavalry was pull-
ing out of Lanzerath—confirmation, if
such were needed, of the German break-
through on the right of the ggth.
Belatedly, the 106th Infantry Division
reported at 1§15 that it could no longer
maintain contact at the interdivision
boundary. Less than an hour later the
radio connection with the I and R Pla-
toon failed. By this time observers had
seen strong German forces pouring west
through the Lanzerath area. (These
were from the 3d Parachute Division.)
General Lauer’s plans for using the gd
Battalion, gg4th Infantry, as a counter-
attack force were no longer feasible. The
gd Battalion, itself under attack, could
not be committed elsewhere as a unit and
reverted to its parent regiment. Not long
after the final report from the I and R
Platoon, the gd Battalion was faced to.
the southwest in positions along the
railroad.

A check made after dark showed a dis-
couraging situation in the gg4th sector.
It was true that the 2d Battalion, in the
north, had not been much affected by
the day’s events—but German troops
were moving deeper on the left and right
of the battalion. In the Losheimergraben
area the 1st Battalion had re-formed in
a thin and precarious line; the crossroads
still were denied the enemy. But B
Company had only twenty men available
for combat, while the enemy settled
down in the deserted American foxholes
only a matter of yards away. Four pla-
toons had been taken from the 3d Battal-
ion to reinforce the 1st, leaving the
former with no more than a hundred
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men along the railroad line. Farther to
the west, however, about 125 men of the
gd Battalion who had been on leave at
the rest center in Honsfeld formed a
provisional unit extending somewhat the
precarious §g4th flank position.

Some help was on the way. General
Lauer had asked the 2d Division for a
rifle battalion to man a position which
the ggth had prepared before the attack
as a division backstop between Miir-
ringen and Hiinningen. At 1600 Colonel
Riley was told that the gg94th would be
reinforced by the 1st Battalion, 2g9d In-
fantry, of the 2d Division. During the
night this fresh rifle battalion, and a
company each of tanks and tank destroy-
ers, under the command of Lt. Col.
John M. Hightower, moved from FElsen-
born to take up positions south and
southeast of Hiinningen. Before sunrise,
17 December, these reinforcements were
in place.

During the night of 16-1% December
the entire infantry reserve in the ggth
Division zone had been committed in the
line or close behind it, this backup con-
sisting of the local reserves of the ggth
and the entire 23d Infantry, which had
been left at Elsenborn while its sister
regiments took part in the 2d Division
attack to break out in the Wahlerscheid
sector. The gd Battalion of the 23d had
set up a defensive position on a ridge
northeast of Rocherath, prepared to sup-
port the gg93d Infantry. The 2d Battalion
had assembled in the late afternoon of
the 16th approximately a mile and a
quarter north of Rocherath. The 1st
Battalion would be at Hiinningen.
Troops of the 2d Division had continued
the attack on 16 December, but during
the afternoon Maj. Gen. Walter M.
Robertson made plans for a withdrawal,

if necessary, from the Wahlerscheid
sector.

As early as 1100 word of the German
attacks on the V Corps front had pro-
duced results at the command post of the
northern neighbor, the VII Corps. The
26th Infantry of the uncommitted 1st
Infantry Division, then placed on a 6-
hour alert, finally entrucked at midnight
and started the move south to Camp
Elsenborn. The transfer of this regi-
mental combat team to the V Corps
would have a most important effect on
the ensuing American defense.

The First Aitacks in the Monschau-
Hofen Sector Are Repulsed
16 December

The village of Hofen, the anchor point
for the northern flank of the ggth Divi-
sion, had considerable importance in
the attack plans of the German Sixth
Panzer Army. Located on high ground,
Hofen overlooked the road center at
Monschau, just to the north, and thus
barred entry to the road to Eupen—at
the moment the headquarters of the V
Corps.

For some reason Field Marshal Model
wished to save the German town of
Monschau from destruction and had for-
bidden the use of artillery there.” The
plan handed General Hitzfeld for the
employment of his LXVII Corps (Corps
Monschau) called for an attack to the
north and south of Monschau that was
intended to put two divisions astride the
Monschau-Eupen road in position to
check any American reinforcements at-
tempting a move to the south. The right
division of the Corps Monschau, the

“Among his staff it was rumored that Model
wished to save the historic latticed houses here.
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326th Volks Grenadier Division, had
been ordered to put all three regiments
in the initial attack: one to swing north
of Monschau and seize the village of
Miitzenich on the Eupen road; one to
crack the American line south of Mon-
schau, then drive northwest to the high
ground on the road just beyond
Miitzenich; the third to join the 246th
Volks Grenadier Division drive through
Hofen and Kalterherberg, the latter
astride the main road from Monschau
south to Butgenbach. If all went accord-
ing to plan, the 326th and 246th would
continue northwestward along the
Eupen road until they reached the
Vesdre River at the outskirts of Eupen.®

The force available to Hitzfeld on the
morning of 16 December for use in the
Monschau-Héfen sector was consider-
ably weaker than the 2-division attack
planned by the Sixth Panzer Army. In
the two nights before the attack the
326th Volks Grenadier Division had
moved into the West Wall fortifications
facing Monschau and Hofen. The
American attack against the 277th Volks
Grenadier Division at Kesternich, how-
ever, siphoned off one battalion to rein-
force the latter division; in addition one
battalion failed to arrive in line by the
morning of 16 December. Worse, the
246th Volks Grenadier Division, sup-
posed to come south from the Jiilich sec-
tor, had been held there by American
attacks. Hitzfeld was thus left with only

8The account of the operations conducted by
this corps is none too precise: MS # B-ogz2, 326th
Volks Grenadier Division, 16 December 1944-25
January 1945 (Generalmajor Erwin Kaschner),
and MS # A—qg7, The Ardennes Offensive, De-
cember 1944 (General der Infanterie Otto Hitz-
feld). The AAR’s prepared by the ggsth Infantry
and the 38th and 1o02d Cavalry Reconnaissance
Squadrons are quite complete.
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a few indifferent fortress troops on the
south flank of the 326th Division. The
total assault strength in the Hofen-
Monschau area, as a result, was between
three and four battalions. Nonetheless,
Hitzfeld and the 326th commander,
Generalmajor Erwin Kaschner, could
count on a heavy weight of artillery fire
to give momentum to the attack. Two
artillery corps (possibly totaling ten bat-
talions) were in position to give fire
either north or south of the no-fire zone
at Monschau, plus one or two Volks
Werfer brigades—a considerable group-
ment for the support of a division attack
at this stage of the war. "

The American strength in the Hofen-
Monschau sector consisted of one rifle
battalion and a reconnaissance squadron:
the gd Battalion, ggsth Infantry, under
Lt. Col. McClernand Butler, in Hoéfen,
and the g8th Cavalry Reconnaissance
Squadron (Lt. Col. Robert E. O’Brien)
outposting Monschau and deployed to
the north along the railroad track be-
tween Miitzenich and Konzen station.
The infantry at Hofen lay in a foxhole
line along a thousand-yard front on the
eastern side of the village, backed up by
dug-out support positions on which the
battalion had labored for some six weeks.
Two nights prior to the German offen-
sive, Company A of the 612th Tank De-
stroyer Battalion towed its g-inch guns
into the Hofen sector for the purpose of
getting good firing positions against the
village of Rohren, northeast of Hofen,
which lay in the path of the 2d Infantry
Division attack. The appearance of the
guns, sited well forward and swathed in
sheets for protective coloration in the
falling snow, gave a-lift to the infantry,
who as yet had to fight their first battle.
To the west the 105-mm. howitzers of
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ConsTrUCTING A WINTERIZED SQUAD Hut NEAR THE FrRONT LINES

the 196th Field Artillery Battalion were
emplaced to give the battalion direct
support.

The g8th Cavalry Squadron was
aligned from Monschau north to Konzen
station, holding a continuous position
with fifty dismounted machine guns dug
in behind mines, barbed wire, and trip
flares covering the approaches from the
east. The right flank of the squadron,
outposting Monschau, was at some dis-
advantage because of the deep, rocky
draws leading into and past the town.
But to the north the terrain was less cut
up and offered good fields of fire for the
American weapons posted on the slopes

west of the railroad track. In addition to
the assault gun troop in Miitzenich, the
squadron was reinforced by a platoon of
self-propelled tank destroyers from the
8ggd Tank Destroyer Battalion, which
was stationed behind the left flank to
cover a secondary road which entered
the American position, and the 62d Ar-
mored Field Artillery Battalion. On the
whole the defense in the Monschau-
Hofen area was well set when the battal-
ions of the 326th Volks Grenadier Divi-
sion moved forward to their attack
positions on the morning of 16 Decem-
ber.
The

German guns and Werfers
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opened a very heavy barrage at oj2s,
rolling over the forward lines, then back
to the west along the Eupen road, shell-
ing the American artillery positions and
cutting telephone wires. Neither the in-
fantry nor cavalry (gone well to ground)
suffered much from this fire, heavy
though it was; but many buildings were
set afire in Héfen and some were beaten
to the ground. Monschau, as directed by
Model, escaped this artillery pounding.
In twenty minutes or so the German fire
died away and off to the east the glow of
searchlights rose as artificial moonlight.
About o6oo the German grenadiers came
walking out of the haze in front of the gd
Battalion. The wire to the American
guns was out and during the initial on-
slaught even radio failed to reach the
gunners. The riflemen and tank destroy-
er gunners, however, had the German
infantry in their sights, without cover
and at a murderously easy range.
The result was fantastic. Yet the
grenadiers who lived long enough came
right up to the firing line—in three
verified instances the bodies of Germans
shot at close range toppled into the fox-
holes from which the bullets came. A
few got through and into the village.
Assault companies of the 1s¢ Battalion,
7515t Regiment, and the 1st Battalion,
753d Regiment, had made this attack.
But the support companies of the two
battalions were blocked out by an in-
tense concentration of well-aimed 81-
mm. mortar fire from the American
heavy weapons company, this curtain
strengthened within an hour by the sup-
porting howitzer battalion. By o445 the
attack was finished, and in another hour
some thirty or forty Germans who had
reached the nearest houses were rounded
up. Reports of the German dead
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“counted” in front of Hofen vary from
seventy-five to two hundred. The casual-
ties suffered by the 3d Battalion in this
first action were extraordinarily light:
four killed, seven wounded, and four
missing.

At Monschau the 1st Battalion of the
752d Regiment carried the attack, ap-
parently aimed at cutting between the
Monschau and Héfen defenses. As the
German shellfire lessened, about 0600,
the cavalry outposts heard troops moving
along the Rohren road which entered
Monschau from the southeast. The
grenadiers were allowed to approach the
barbed wire at the roadblock, then illu-
minating mortar shell was fired over the
Germans and the cavalry opened up with
every weapon at hand—the light tanks
doing heavy damage with g7-mm. canis-
ter. Beaten back in this first assault, the
German battalion tried again at day-
light, this time attempting to filter into
town along a draw a little farther to the
north. This move was checked quickly.
No further attack was essayed at Mon-
schau and a half-hearted attempt at
Hofen, toward noon, was handily re-
pelled. As it was, the 326th Volks
Grenadier Division lost one-fifth of the
troops put into these attacks.

To the south of Hofen and Monschau
in the 2d Division and ggsth Infantry
zones, 16 December passed with the
initiative still in American hands. The
German attacks delivered north and
south of the corridor through which the
Americans were pushing had no immedi-
ate repercussion, not even in the 3gsth
Infantry sector. The Sixth Panzer Army
drive to make a penetration between
Hollerath and Krewinkel with the rst
SS Panzer Corps, therefore, had no con-
tact with the Monschau Corps in the
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north, nor was such contact intended in
the early stages of the move west. The
German command would pay scant at-
tention to the small American salient
projecting between the LXVII Corps
and the 15t SS Panzer Corps, counting on
the hard-pressed 272d Volks Grenadier
Division to hold in the Wahlerscheid-
Simmerath sector so long as needed.

The German Effort Continues
17—-18 December

Although hard hit and in serious
trouble at the end of the first day, par-
ticularly on the right flank as General
Lauer saw it, the inexperienced ggth
Division had acquitted itself in a manner
calculated to win the reluctant admira-
tion of the enemy. German losses had
been high. Where the American lines
had been penetrated, in the 393d and
394th sectors, the defenders simply had
been overwhelmed by superior numbers
of the enemy who had been able to work
close in through the dense woods. Most
important of all, the stanch defense of
Losheimergraben had denied the wait-
ing tank columns of the I SS Panzer
Corps direct and easy entrance to the
main Biillingen-Malmédy road.

The initial German failure to wedge
an opening for armor through the ggth,
for failure it must be reckoned, was very
nearly balanced by the clear break-
through achieved in the 14th Cavalry
Group sector. The 3d Parachute Divi-
sion, carrying the left wing of the I SS
Panzer Corps forward, had followed the
retreating cavalry through Manderfeld,
swung north, and by dusk had troops in
Lanzerath—only two kilometers from
the 3d Battalion, 3g4th, position at Buch-
holz.

The z2th SS Panzer Division could not
yet reach the Billingen road. The 1s¢
88§ Panzer Division stood ready and wait-
ing to exploit the opening made by the
3d Parachute Division by an advance via
Lanzerath onto the Honsfeld road. Dur-
ing the early evening the advance kampf-
gruppe of the 15t SS Panzer Division, a
task force built around the zst SS Panz-
er Regiment (Obersturmbannfuehrer
Joachim Peiper), rolled northwest to
Lanzerath., At midnight—an exception-
ally dark night—German tanks and in-
fantry struck suddenly at Buchholz. The
two platoons of Company K, left there
when the gd Battalion stripped its lines
to reinforce the Losheimergraben de-
fenders, were engulfed. One man, the
company radio operator, escaped. Hid-
den in the cellar of the old battalion
command post near the railroad station,
he reported the German search on the
floor above, then the presence of tanks
outside the building with swastikas
painted on their sides. His almost hourly
reports, relayed through the 1st Battal-
ion, kept the division headquarters in-
formed of the German movements.
About o500 on 17 December the main
German column began its march
through Buchholz. Still at his post, the
radio operator counted thirty tanks,
twenty-eight half-tracks filled with Ger-
man infantry, and long columns of foot
troops marching by the roadside. All of
the armored task force of the zst SS
Panzer Division and a considerable part
of the 3d Parachute Division were mov-
ing toward Honsfeld.

Honsfeld, well in the rear area of the
ggth, was occupied by a variety of troops.
The provisional unit raised at the divi-
sion rest camp seems to have been de-
ployed around the town. Two platoons
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of the 8o1ist Tank Destroyer Battalion
had been sent in by General Lauer to
hold the road, and during the night a
few towed guns from the 612th Tank
Destroyer Battalion were added to the
defenses. Honsfeld was in the V Corps
antiaircraft defense belt and two battal-
ions of go-mm. antiaircraft guns had
been - sited thereabout. In addition,
Troop A, 32d Cavalry Reconnaissance
Squadron, had arrived in Honsfeld late in
the evening.

The stream of American traffic mov-
ing into the village during the night
probably explains the ease with which
the Honsfeld garrison was routed. The
leading German tanks simply joined
this traffic, and, calmly led by a man
- signaling with a flashlight, rolled down
the village streets. With German troops
pouring in from all sides the Americans
offered no concrete resistance. Though
some made a fight of it, most engaged in
a wild scramble to get out of town. Some
of the tank destroyers were overrun by
infantry attack through the dark. Guns
and vehicles, jammed on the exit roads,
were abandoned; but many of the
Americans, minus their equipment,
escaped.

The predawn seizure of Honsfeld
opened D route to the spearhead column
of the st $S Panzer Division. Reconnais-
sance, however, showed that the next
section of this route, between Honsfeld
and Schoppen, was in very poor condi-
tion. Since the rzth S§ Panzer Division
had not yet reached C route, the
main Biillingen-Malmédy road, Peiper’s
kampfgruppe now turned north in the
direction of Biillingen with the intention
of continuing the westward drive on
pavement.

At o1co on 17 December the 254th

91

Engineer Battalion had been attached to
the ggth Division and ordered to Biil-
lingen, there to prepare positions cover-
ing the entrances from the south and
southeast. Twice during the dark hours
the engineers beat back German infan-
try attacks; then, a little after o4oo,
enemy tanks hove into sight. Falling back
to the shelter of the buildings, the 254th
did what it could to fend off the tanks.
Here, in the town, a reconnaissance pla-
toon of the 644th Tank Destroyer
Battalion had just arrived with orders
to establish contact with the enemy
column, but only one section managed
to evade the panzers. The rest of the
platoon were killed or captured. Upon
receipt of orders from the division, the
engineers, who had clung stubbornly to
houses in the west edge, withdrew and
dug in on higher ground 1,000 yards to
the northwest so as to block the road to
Butgenbach. There the two companies
of the 254th still intact were joined by
men hastily assembled from the ggth Di-
vision headquarters, the antiaircraft
artillery units in the vicinity, and four
guns from the 612th Tank Destroyer
Battalion.

To the surprise of the Americans
gathered along this last thin line the
Germans did not pursue the attack. By
1030 a long line of tanks and vehicles
were seen streaming through Biillingen,
but they were moving toward the south-
west! Later, the ggth Division com-
mander would comment that “the enemy
had the key to success within his hands,
but did not know it.” And so it must
have seemed to the Americans on 17 De-
cember when a sharp northward thrust
from Biillingen would have met little
opposition and probably would have
entrapped both the ggth and 2d Divi-
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sions. In fact, Peiper’s column had simply
made a detour north through Biillingen
and, having avoided a bad stretch of
road, now circled back to its prescribed
route.

American ground observers, on the
17th, attributed the change in direction
to intervention by friendly fighter-
bombers, whose attack, so it appeared,
“diverted” the German column to the
southwest. Two squadrons of the §66th
Fighter Group, called into the area to aid
the ggth Division, made two attacks dur-
ing the morning. The 38gth Squadron
struck one section of the German col-
umn, which promptly scattered into
nearby woods, and claimed a kill of
thirty tanks and motor vehicles. It is
‘doubtful that the Germans were crip-
pled to any such extent—certainly the
move west was little delayed—but the
American troops must have been greatly
heartened. The ggoth Squadron, direct-
ed onto the column now estimated to be
two hundred vehicles or more, was in-
tercepted by a squadron of ME-109’s
which dropped out of the clouds over
Biillingen. The Americans accounted
for seven German aircraft, but had to
jettison most of their bombs.

Losheimergraben Is Lost

The lack of highway bridges over the
railroad south of Losheimergraben had
turned the first day’s battle for the
Losheimergraben crossroads into an in-
fantry fight in the surrounding woods.
Both sides had sustained heavy losses.
The 48th Grenadier Regiment had
pushed the 1st Battalion of the gg4th
back, but had failed to break through
to the tiny collection of customs build-
ings and houses at the crossroads. By

daylight on 17 December the Americans
held a fairly continuous but thinly
manned front with the 1st Battalion
around Losheimergraben, part of the gd
Battalion west of the village, and the 1st
Battalion of the 23d Infantry holding the
exposed right-flank position in Hiinnin-
gen.

The 12th Volks Grenadier Division,
under pressure from higher head-
quarters to take Losheimergraben, con-
tinued the attack with both its forward
regiments, now considerably weakened.
While the 27th Fuesilier Regiment
moved to flank Losheimergraben on the
west, the 48th Grenadier Regiment
continued its costly frontal attack. The
flanking attack was successful: at least
a battalion of the 27th drove through
a gap between the 1st and gd Bat-
talions. By 1100 the German infantry
were able to bring the Losheim-Biillin-
gen road under small arms fire and the
noose was tightening on the Losheimer-
graben defenders. The frontal attack, -
at the latter point, was resumed before
dawn by enemy patrols trying to find a
way around the American firing line
in the woods.

In a foxhole line 200 yards southeast
of Losheimergraben, 1st Lt. Dewey
Plankers had organized about fifty men.
This small force—men from Companies
B and C, jeep drivers, and the crew of a
defunct antiaircraft gun—beat back all
of the German patrols. But the game was
nearly up. The enemy Pioneers finally
threw a bridge over the railroad at the
demolished overpass on the Losheim
road, and about 1100 three panzers, sup-
ported by a rifle company, appeared in
the woods in front of Plankers’ position.
Lacking ammunition and weapons
(twenty of the tiny force were armed
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only with pistols) , Plankers ordered his
men back to the customs buildings at the
crossroads and radioed for help. Car-
bines, rifles, and ammunition, loaded on
the only available jeep (the chaplain’s),
were delivered under fire to the Ameri-
can “‘blockhouses.” The German tankers,
unwilling to chance bazooka fire at close
range, held aloof from the hamlet and
waited for the German gunners and
some ME-109’s to finish the job. The
garrison held on in the basements until
the tanks finally moved in at dusk. Lieu-
tenant Plankers had been informed in
the course of the afternoon that neigh-
boring troops were under orders to with-
draw. He took the men he had left, now
only about twenty, and broke through
the Germans, rejoining what was left
of the 394th Infantry at Miirringen late
in the evening.

Even before the German penetration
at the Losheimergraben angle, the gg4th
stood in danger of being cut off and
destroyed piecemeal by the enemy infil-
trating from the east and south. As part
of a withdrawal plan put in effect during
the afternoon for the entire division,
General Lauer ordered the gg4th to
withdraw to a second defensive position
at Miirringen, about four kilometers in
the rear of the regiment’s eastern front.

The 2d Battalion, holding the north
flank, was under pressure from both
right and left. At dawn of 17 December,
the enemy had attacked along the
Neuhof road with tanks in the van.
Company E, directly in the path, used its
bazookas with such good effect that three
panzers were crippled. Excellent artil-
lery support and fine shooting by the
battalion mortars helped discourage any
further frontal assault. Infiltration on
the flanks, however, had placed the 2d
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Battalion in serious plight when, at 1400,
the order came to withdraw west and tie
in with the gd Battalion. Leaving a small
covering force behind, the 2d Battalion
started on foot through the woods,
carrying its heavy weapons over the
rugged and snow-covered trails. The
Germans also were moving through the
forest, and the battalion was unable to
turn toward the gd as ordered. With-
drawing deeper into the forest the bat-
talion bivouacked in the sector known
as the Honsfelder Wald. The covering
force, however, made its way to Miir-
ringen, where it was set to defend the
regimental command post.

The 1st Battalion, in the Losheimer-
graben sector, had been so splintered by
incessant German attack that its with-
drawal was a piecemeal affair. Isolated
groups fought or dodged their way west.
Two hundred and sixty officers and men
made it.® Two platoons from Company K
which had been attached to the 1st Bat-
talion did not receive word of the with-
drawal and held on under heavy shelling
until ammunition was nearly spent. It
took these men twenty-four hours to
wade back through the snow to the regi-
mental lines. What was left of the gd
Battalion also fell back toward Miirrin-
gen, harassed by groups of the enemy en
route and uncertain as to what would be
found at Miirringen.

The survivors of the gg4th Infantry
now assembling at Miirringen were
given a brief breathing spell while the
enemy concentrated on the 1st Battalion,
23d Infantry, defending the Hiinningen
positions 1,500 meters to the south. The
r2th Volks Grenadier Division attack
finally had broken through the American

®The 1st Battalion of the gg4th was accorded
a Presidential Citation for its role in this battle.
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line but now was definitely behind sched-
ule. The 48th Regiment, having been
much reduced in strength in the fight
around Losheimergraben, re-formed on
the high ground between the forest edge
and Miirringen. The north flank of the
regiment lay exposed to counterattack,
for the 277th Volks Grenadier Division
on the right had been checked in its at-
tempt to take the twin villages, Krinkelt-
Rocherath. The fight now devolved on
the 27th Regiment, which was ordered
to take Hiinningen before an attempt to
roll up the American south flank.
Colonel Hightower’s 1st Battalion was
in a difficult and exposed position at
Hiinningen. His main strength, de-
ployed to counter German pressure from
the Buchholz-Honsfeld area, faced south
and southeast, but the German columns
taking the Honsfeld-Biillingen detour
were moving toward the northwest and
thus behind the Hiinningen defenders.
Whether any part of this latter enemy
force would turn against the rear of the
1st Battalion was the question.
Through the morning the 1st Battal-
ion watched through breaks in the fog as
tanks and vehicles rolled toward Biillin-
gen. Visibility, poor as it was, made ar-
tillery adjustment on the road difficult
and ineffective. Shortly after noon about
120 men who had been cut off from the
2d and 254th Engineer Battalions
arrived at Hightower’s command post
and were dispatched to form a roadblock
against a possible attack from Biillingen.
Somewhat earlier twelve Mark IV
tanks had appeared south of Hiinningen
—perhaps by design, perhaps by acci-
dent. Assembled at the wood’s edge some
800 yards from the American foxhole
line, the panzers may have been seeking
haven from the American fighter-

bombers then working over the road. In
any case they were shooting-gallery
targets. One of the towed g-inch guns
which the 8o1st Tank Destroyer Battal-
ion had withdrawn during the early
morning debacle at Honsfeld knocked
out four of the panzers in six shots. The
rest withdrew in haste.

At 1600 the enemy made his first defi-
nite assault, preceded by six minutes of
furious shelling. When the artillery
ceased, German infantry were seen
coming forward through a neck of woods
pointing toward the southeastern edge
of Hiinningen. A forward observer with
Company B, facing the woods, climbed
into the church steeple and brought
down shellfire which kept pace with the
attackers until they were within a hun-
dred yards of the American foxholes. A
number of the enemy did break through,
but the assault evaporated when nearly
fifty were killed by four men manning
automatic weapons from a platoon com-
mand post just in the rear of the firing
line. The commander of the =27th
Regiment sent forward seven ‘“‘distinct
attacking waves”’ in the course of the
afternoon and early evening. In one as-
sault the Germans captured two heavy
machine guns and turned them on Com-
pany A, but a light machine gun section
wiped out the German crews. At no
time, despite numerous penetrations in
the 1st Battalion line, was the enemy
able to get Hiinningen into his hands.'

Late in the afternoon an indistinct
radio message was picked up by the 1st
Battalion, 23d Infantry. It appeared that
the battalion now was attached to the
gth Infantry (2d Division), to the north,
and that orders were to pull out of Hiin-

0 Colonel Hightower was awarded the DSC for

his conduct of the defense.
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ningen. Up to this point, the gg4th
Infantry was still in Miirringen, gather-
ing its companies and platoons as they
straggled in. Furthermore the 1st Bat-
talion was in a fire fight with an enemy
only a few score yards distant in the
darkness. Colonel Hightower, therefore,
tried by radio to apprise the gth Infantry
of his predicament and the importance of
holding until the 3g94th could reorganize.
At 2330 Colonel Hirschfelder, the gth
Infantry commander, reached High-
tower by radio, told him that
Hightower’s battalion and the 3g4th
Infantry were almost surrounded and
that, if the battalion expected to with-
draw, it must move at once. Colonel
Hightower again explained his situation,
said that in his opinion he could not pull
out unless and until the gg4th withdrew,
but that he would discuss the situation
with the commander of the gg4th.
Hirschfelder agreed and told Hightower
to use his own judgment.

At Mirringen Colonel Riley’s gg94th
had not been hard pressed although the
German artillery had shown no favori-
tism and hammered Miirringen and
Hiinningen equally. The groups filter-
ing back to Miirringen, however, gener-
ally had very little ammunition left,
even though many detachments came
back with all their heavy weapons. If the
394th was to make a stand at Miirringen
it would have to be resupplied. At first
Colonel Riley hoped to get ammunition
by air, for it appeared that the German
drive in the Krinkelt area to the north
shortly would cut the last remaining
supply road. This was a vain hope for
aerial supply missions in December were
far too chancy. The alternative solution
was for the gg4th to withdraw north to
Krinkelt, using the one route still open.
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The German Attack Toward Rocherath
and Krinkelt, 16-17 December

The 393d Infantry (Lt. Col. Jean D.
Scott) had taken no part in the V Corps
offensive of 13 December except to put
on a “demonstration” in front of the
West Wall positions. The regiment,
minus its 2d Battalion (attached to the
395th Infaniry), was deployed along the
German frontier, a line generally
defined by the eastern edge of the long
forest belt in which the bulk of the ggth
Division was stationed and the Inter-
national Highway. The width of the
front, held by the gd Battalion on the
left and the 1st Battalion on the right,
was about j,500 yards. Outposts on the
regimental left lay only a few score yards
from the West Wall bunkers, but the
right was more than half a mile from
the German lines. About four miles by
trail behind the gggd, the twin villages
of Rocherath and Krinkelt lay astride
the main north-south road through the
division area. In front of the 3g93d, across
the frontier, were entrances to the two
forest roads which ran through the
regimental sector, one in the north at
Hollerath, the second in the south at
Udenbreth. Both villages were in enemy
hands. At the western edge of the
woods the roads converged, funneling
along a single track into Rocherath-
Krinkelt. The twin villages, therefore,
had a tactical importance of the first or-
der. Through them passed the main line
of communications in the 2d Division
corridor, and from them ran the supply
route to the gggd Infantry and the ggsth.

In the West Wall bunkers facing the
393d lay the 277th Volks Grenadier Di-
uvision (Col. Hans Viebig). Recon-
structed in Hungary from the remnants
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of an infantry division of the same num-
ber which had escaped from the Falaise
pocket, the 277th arrived in the west
during early November. In the days be-
fore the counteroffensive the division
screened the entire front behind which
the I SS Panzer Corps was assembling,
but on the evening of 15 December,
while two new infantry divisions moved
into the line, the 277tk assembled on the
north flank of the corps zone between
Hollerdath and Udenbreth. One rein-
forced battalion, on the far southern
flank of the original sector, was unable
to reach the division line of departure
in time to join the attack.

The I SS Panzer Corps commander
had decided to put the weight of his
armored thrust to the south and thus
avoid entanglement with the American
force which, it was thought, could be
gathered quickly on the Elsenborn ridge
in the northern sector of the zone of ad-
vance. But the Elsenborn area had to be
neutralized, if for no other reason than
to erase the American artillery group-
ment located there. The 277th Volks
Grenadier Division had the task of
making the penetration on the right
wing of the corps and driving obliquely
northwest to take the Elsenborn ridge.
As finally prescribed by the corps com-
mander, the phases of the attack planned
for the 277th were these: to break
through the American line and open the
forest roads to Rocherath and Krinkelt;
capture these twin villages; seize the
Elsenborn area and block any American
advance from Verviers. The division
commander had received this mission
with qualms, pointing out that the
wooded and broken terrain favored the
Americans and that without sufficient
rifle strength for a quick breakthrough,

success in the attack could only be won
by very strong artillery support. But his
orders stood. On the night of 15-16
December the 989th Regiment as-
sembled near Hollerath, its objective
Rocherath. To the south the ggoth
occupied the West Wall pillboxes near
Udenbreth, poised for an attack to seize
Krinkelt.

The artillery, Werfer, and mortar fire
crashing into the American positions on
the morning of 16 December gave
the attacking German infantry the start
the 277th commander had requested.
The concentration thoroughly wrecked
the American telephone lines which had
been carefully strung from battalion to
company command posts; in some cases
radio communication failed at the same
time. This preparatory bombardment
continued until oyoo.

The north wing of the gggd, held by
the gd Battalion (Lt. Col. Jack G. Allen),
lay in the woods close to the German
pillboxes from which the assault wave
of the 989th, guided by searchlights
beamed on the American positions,
moved in on the Americans before they
had recovered from the shelling. In the
first rush all of Company K, save one
platoon, were killed or captured. By
o855, when telephone lines were re-
stored and the first word of the gd Bat-
talion’s plight reached the regimental
command post, the enemy had advanced
nearly three-quarters of a mile beyond
the American lines along the forest road
from Hollerath. Colonel Allen stripped
the reserve platoons from the balance of
the gd Battalion line in a futile attempt
to block the onrush, but by ogso the
Germans had reached the battalion
command post, around which Allen
ordered Companies I and L to gather.
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At this point the 81-mm. mortar crews
laid down such a successtul defensive
barrage (firing over 1,200 rounds in the
course of the fight) that the attackers
swerved from this area of danger and
continued to the west. By nightfall the
forward companies of the 989th were at
the Jansbach creek, halfway through the
forest, but had been slowed down by
troops switched from the left wing of the
gd Battalion and had lost many prisoners
to the Americans. The gd Battalion
radio had functioned badly during the
fight and contact with the g7oth Field
Artillery Battalion, supporting the 3d,
was not established till the close of day.
Despite the penetration between the 3d
and 1st Battalions and the large number
of enemy now to the rear and across the
battalion supply road, Colonel Allen re-
ported that the gd could hold on during
the night. His supply road had been cut
in midafternoon, but Company I of the
394th had fought its way in with a supply
of ammunition.

On the south the 1st Battalion (Maj.
Matthew L. Legler) likewise had been
outnumbered and hard hit. Here the
990th Regiment had assembled in Uden-
breth during the dark hours and, when
the barrage fire lifted at o700, began
an advance toward the 1st Battalion. The
German assault companies, however,
failed to get across the half mile of open
ground before dawn and were checked
short of the woods by mortar and ma-
chine gun fire. The commander of the
277th Volks Grenadier Division at once
decided to throw in his reserve, the ggrst
Regiment, to spring the ggoth loose.
Sheer weight of numbers now carried
the German attack across the open space
and into the woods—but with high cas-
ualties amongst the riflemen and the
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officers and noncoms herding the assault
waves forward. By o830 the Germans
had nearly surrounded Company C, on
the 1st Battalion right. An hour later,
the g9rst Regiment, attacking southwest
from Ramscheid, knocked out the light
machine guns and mortars in the Com-
pany B sector (on the left) with bazooka
fire and captured or killed all but one
platoon. Company A (Capt. Joseph
Jameson), which had been in reserve,
counterattacked in support of what was
left of Company B and by noon had dug
in on a line only 300 yards behind the
original line. Here Company A held
for the rest of the day against repeated
enemy attacks and constant artillery
fire with what the regimental after
action report characterized as ‘“heroic
action on the part of all men.” In this
fight friendly artillery played an impor-

tant role. The surviving Company B
platoon had retained an observation
post overlooking the treeless draw along
which reinforcements moved from Uden-
breth and despite the German fire a
telephone wire was run forward to this
command post. The American gunners
quickly made this avenue suicidal;
through the afternoon cries from the
wounded Germans lying in the draw
floated back to the American line.

- Company C on the 1st Battalion right
had slowly succumbed to the weight of
numbers; by 1015 two of its platoons
had been engulfed. There was little that
the regiment could do in response to
Major Legler’s plea for assistance, but
at 1030 the minelaying platoon from
the regimental antitank company ar-
rived to give a hand. This small detach-
ment (26 riflemen plus 13 runners and
cooks) , led by Lt. Harry Parker, made
a bayonet charge to reach the remaining
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Company C platoon and set up a new
line of defense on the battalion right
flank. A gap still remained between the
battalion and the gg4th Infantry farther
south.

By the end of the day the 393d Infan-
try had restored a front facing the
enemy.!* But the new line could hardly
be called solid, the rifle strength remain-
ing was too slim for that. The 1st Battal-
ion had lost over half of its effective
strength; the gd Battalion had its right
bent back for several hundred yards and
had lost nearly three hundred men. The
enemy wandered almost at will through
the woods, firing into foxholes, shooting
off flares, and calling out in English to
trap the unwary. But even with the
German strength apparent on all sides,
the American situation seemed to be
improving. Reinforcements, requested
by General Lauer, had arrived from the
2d Division during the late afternoon,
the supply roads might be restored to
traffic when daylight came again, and
the losses inflicted on the attacker were
obvious and heartening.

The breakthrough on the south flank
of the ggth Division, during 17 Decem-
ber, was paralleled that day by a strong
German armored thrust into the division
center. The 393d, whose left battalion
had been driven back into the deep
woods during the first day’s attack, was
under orders to counterattack and re-
store its original line. The gd Battalion
was close to being surrounded, and in

1Ppfc. R. D. Smith and Pfc. Angelo Cestoni
were awarded the DSC for bravery in the fight by
the 393d Infantry. It should be added that the
forward observers of the gyoth Field Artillery
Battalion, which was supporting the infantrymen
of the g3ggd, also distinguished themselves and

order to recover its eastern position at
the wood line it would have to reopen
the battalion supply road. At o8oo
Colonel Allen’s tired and weakened
battalion attacked to the west and drove
the enemy off the road, but when the
eastward  counterattack  started it
collided with a battalion of German
infantry. For half an hour Germans and
Americans fought for a hundred-yard-
wide strip of the woods. Then, about
1000, the German armor took a hand.

The failure by the 277th Volks Gren-
adier Division to clear the woods and
reach Krinkelt-Rocherath on 16 Decem-
ber had led to some change of plan.
The right flank, roughly opposite the
gd Battalion sector, was reinforced by
switching the 9goth Regiment to the
north to follow the 989th Regiment.
More important, the r2th SS Panzer
Division (which now had come up on
the left of the 277th) parceled out some
of its tanks to give weight to the infantry
attack by the right wing of the 277th
Volks Grenadier Division.

The first tank entered the forest road
from Hollerath, rolled to within ma-
chine gun range of the Americans,
stopped, then for twenty minutes me-
thodically spewed bullet fire. Attempts
to get a hit by artillery fire were futile,
although the American shelling momen-
tarily dispersed the accompanying infan-
try and permitted a bazooka team to
wreck one track. But even when crippled
the single tank succeeded in immobiliz-
ing the American infantry. Four more
enemy tanks appeared. One was knocked
out by a bazooka round, but the rest
worked forward along the network of

two, 1st Lt. G. W. .Jackman and 2d Lt. W. D.
Markin, received the DSC, Lieutenant Markin
posthumously.
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firebreaks and trails.* The combination
of tanks and numerous infantry now
threatened to erase the entire gd Battal-
ion position. Ammunition had run low
and the gd Battalion casualties could not
be evacuated.

About 1030 Colonel Scott ordered the
gd Battalion, gggd Infantry, as well as
its southern neighbor (the 1st), to re-
move to new positions about one and
a half miles east of Rocherath. This
would be done by withdrawing the gd
Battalion through the gd Battalion, 23d
Infantry (the reinforcements sent by
Robertson), which had dug in some

thousand yards to its rear. All the vehi-.

cles available to the forward troops
were filled with wounded. Fifteen
wounded men, most too badly hurt to
be moved, were left behind, together
with the gd Battalion surgeon, Capt.
Frederick J. McIntyre, and some enlisted
aid men. By noon the entire battalion
had pulled out (disengaging without
much difficulty) ; it passed through the
gd Battalion, 23d Infantry, and two
hours later was on the new position.
Allen’s battalion had fought almost con-
tinuously since the early morning of the
16th; then at full strength, it now was
reduced to 475 men and all but two
machine guns were gone.

The 1st Battalion of the 393d Infantry
had not been hard pressed during the
morning of 17 December because the
German forces in its area had been con-

tent to move through the gap on the

right, between the gg93d and gg4th.
Ordered to withdraw about 1100, the
battalion was in position alongside

*The action at this point devolved on Sgt.
Vernon McGarity and his squad. For outstanding
heroism McGarity was awarded the Medal of
Honor.
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the gd Battalion, 23d Infantry, by 1400,
the two now forming a narrow front
east of the twin villages.

The gd Battalion, 23d Infantry (Lt.
Col. Paul V. Tuttle, Jr.), had been
rushed to the western edge of the woods
on the afternoon of the 16th for use as
a counterattack force. The hard-hitting
German attack against the gd Battalion,
393d, on the following morning so dras-
tically changed the situation that Colo-
nel Tuttle’s orders were altered to:
“hold at all costs.” His battalion was
none too well prepared for such defense,
having arrived with no mines and very
little ammunition. Trucks bringing am-
munition forward found the road be-
tween Biillingen and Krinkelt barred by
the enemy and never reached the battal-
ion.

Shortly after the troops from the 393d
passed through the battalion, Company
I, on the open left flank, heard the clank-
ing of tank treads. A few minutes later
German tanks with marching infantry
clustered around them struck the left
platoon of Company I, rolling forward
till their machine guns enfiladed the
foxholes in which the American infantry
crouched. Company I held until its am-
munition was nearly gone, then tried
to withdraw to a nearby firebreak but
went to pieces under fire raking it from
all directions.!®* Company K, in line to the
south, next was hit. The company started
an orderly withdrawal, except for the
left platoon which had lost its leader
and never got the order to pull back.
This platoon stayed in its foxholes until
the tanks had ground past, then rose to

13 The gallant attempt by Pfc. Richard E. Cowan
singlehandedly to cover the Company I retreat
was recognized by the award of the Medal of
Honor.
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CaMOUFLAGED PILLBOX IN THE FOREST serves as a regimental command post.

engage the German infantry. The pla-
toon was wiped out.

A medium tank platoon from the
7415t Tank Battalion, loaned by Robert-
son, had arrived in the gd Battalion area
during the night. Lt. Victor L. Miller,
the platoon leader, took two tanks to
cover a forest crossroads near the Com-
pany K position. In a duel at close quar-
ters the American tanks destroyed two
panzers, but in turn were knocked out
and Lieutenant Miller was killed.

Parts of Company K held stubbornly
together, fighting from tree to tree, with-
drawing slowly westward. For courage in
this fight, Pfc. Jose M. Lopez, machine

gunner, was awarded the Medal of
Honor. This rear guard action, for the
company was covering what was left of
the battalion, went on until twilight.
Then, as the survivors started to cross
an open field, they were bracketed by
artillery and Werfer fire and scattered.
(Later the battalion would be given the
Distinguished Unit Citation.) Company
L, on the inner flank, had been given
time for an orderly retreat; eighty or
ninety men reached Krinkelt.

The gd Battalion of the gg93d had
barely started to dig in behind the gd
Battalion, 29d Infantry, when the first
stragglers came back with word of the
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German assault. Colonel Allen moved
his spent battalion to a hastily organized
position joo yards to the northwest and
prepared to make another stand. The
main force of the German attack, how-
ever, had angled away while rolling over
the flank of the forward battalion. About
this time the gd Battalion, §93d, met a
patrol from the 1st Battalion, gth Infan-
try, which had been rushed to the
Rocherath area to cover the 2d Division
withdrawal south from Wabhlerscheid,
and the two battalions joined forces.

The retreat of the gd Battalion, 23d
Infantry, left its rightflank neighbor,
the 1st Battalion, 393d Infantry, com-
pletely isolated.'* Telephone lines long
since had been destroyed, and radio
- communication had failed. In late after-
noon Major Legler decided to withdraw
but hearing that the 2d Battalion of the
394th was to tie in on his right reversed
his decision. About dark, however, the
Germans struck in force and the rifle
companies pulled back closer together.
Because the battalion supply road was
already in German hands, Legler and
his men struck out across country on the
morning of the 18th, taking a few vehi-
cles and those of the wounded who could
be moved. The main body reached
Wirzfeld but the rear guard became
separated, finally joining other Ameri-
cans in the fight raging around Krinkelt.
The 1st Battalion by this time numbered
around two hundred men.

The 395th Infantry Conforms
to the Withdrawal

The 395th Infantry, which had sup-

*Lt. Col. Paul V. Tuttle, Jr., for his able
handling of the withdrawal by the sd Battalion,
was awarded the DSC.
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ported the 2d Infantry Division attack
in the Wahlerscheid sector, was little
affected on the 16th and the morning
of the 147th by the German power drive
against the rest of the ggth Division. In-
formation reaching the gg9sth command
post was sparse and contradictory; both
the 2d Division and the ggxth still as-
sumed that the battle raging to the south
was an answer to the American threat
at Wahlerscheid, where the 2d Division
had made a sizable dent in the West
Wall by evening of 16 December.®

All this time a chain reaction was mov-
ing slowly from the menaced southern
flank of the ggth northward. It reached
the gg5th before noon on 14 December
with word that the g24th Engineer Bat-
talion, stationed between that regiment
and the g93d, was moving back to the
west. Actually the engineers had not yet
withdrawn but had moved to make con-
tact with and cover the exposed flank
of the ggnth, this apparently on General
Lauer’s orders while the gg5th was tak--
ing orders from Robertson. The with-
drawal of the 2d Infantry Division to
the Rocherath area resulted in the attach-
ment of the ggsth (reinforced by the
2d Battalion of the gggd) to General
Robertson’s division. Now the battalions
were ordered to blow up all of the pill-
boxes taken in the advance. Finally, at
1600, Col. Alexander ]. Mackenzie re-
ceived a retirement order given by Gen-
eral Lauer or General Robertson, which
one is uncertain. The plan was this. The
two battalions of the ggsth and the at-
tached battalion from the gg93d would
fall back toward the regimental com-
mand post at Rocherath. From this

B For details of the Wahlerscheid attacks, see

MacDonald, The Siegfried Line Campaign, pp-
606-10.
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point the regiment would deploy to
cover the road leading out of Rocherath
to the north and northeast, the road
which the 2d Infantry Division was
using in its march south from the
Wahlerscheid battlefield.

The 1st Battalion reached Rocherath
and on General Robertson’s orders en-
trenched on both sides of the road north
of the village. Heavy weapons were drag-
ged through the deep mud and were
placed to cover the road. The other two
battalions dug in along a perimeter
which faced east from Rocherath and
the Wahlerscheid road. So emplaced, the
395th waited for the enemy to come
pouring through the woods onto the 2d
Division route of withdrawal.

On the opposite side of the 2d Divi-
sion corridor, in the Héfen area, the
enemy made no serious move on 17
December to repeat the disastrous attack
of the previous day. The immediate ob-
jective of the 326th Volks Grenadier
Division remained the high ground
northwest of Monschau near Miitzenich.
General Kaschner apparently decided on
17 December to make his bid for a break-
through directly in this sector and to
abandon momentarily the attempt to
force a penetration between Monschau
and Héfen.

About 0400 on 17 December the g8th
Cavalry Squadron outposts north of
Monschau heard enemy troops moving
along the draw running west from Men-
zerath. Quick and accurate response by
American batteries ended this move.
Three hours later the German batteries
opened up, shelling the thin line of
troopers deployed along the railroad cut
north of Monschau. When the guns and
Werfers ceased, a wave of German in-
fantry headed for the railroad tracks.
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They were checked by machine gun fire,
but more Germans appeared, extending
the assault front from the north edge of
Monschau to the hill beyond Miitzenich.
American fire power—artillery, tank de-
stroyers, tank guns, and the numerous
machine guns—stopped the first attack.
But by ogoo the enemy had succeeded
in gathering a battalion on the north
flank, poised against the Troop B front
3,400 yards along the railroad line east
of Miitzenich Hill. In short rushes the
enemy filtered into the Troop B area.
Even the Luftwaffe took a hand; at least
two squadrons made strafing runs over
the cavalry positions. Although some
Germans broke through the thin cavalry
line, a sharp shelling administered by
the 62d Field Artillery Battalion stopped
the main support troops short of the rail-
road. More Germans could be seen as-
sembling in Imgenbroich, but friendly
aircraft were on the way to help the
cavalry. Gunners from the 62d marked
the village with red smoke and the
fighter-bombers went in bombing and
strafing. This ended the daylight phase
of the fray. Company A of the 47th In-
fantry, which regiment was en route to-
the sector from Eupen, had appeared in
time to help hunt down the Germans
who had got through the cavalry line.
Despite prisoner reports that the 326th
would throw in a regimental attack
during the afternoon, quiet reigned.
The 47th Infantry arrived at Miitzenich
and bivouacked astride the Eupen road
—the immediate threat was ended. The
38th Squadron could report a count of
two hundred German dead in front of
its lines. The 326th Volks Grenadier
Division was finding its position at the
pivot of the Sixth Panzer Army offensive
a costly one.
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The 2d Division Gives Up the
Wahlerscheid Attack

On the night of 16-17 December the
enemy counterattacked at Wahlerscheid.
Actually the number of enemy troops
available for use against the 2d Division
was very small, too few for any telling
maneuver out of the West Wall position.
The bulk of the 272d Volks Grenadier
Division, holding the sector, had been
thrown in to stop the American 48th
Division farther north. The 326th
Volks Grenadier Division was already
engaged in a costly attempt to penetrate
the American lines at Monschau and
Hofen. As a result the defense at the
Wahlerscheid road junction had been

-conducted on a catch-as-catch-can basis
by troops farmed out for brief periods
prior to commitment in the counter-
offensive. On 15 December, for example,
elements of the ggoth Regiment (277th
Volks Grenadier Division) were relieved
by a reinforced battalion of the 75zs¢
Regiment (326th Volks Grenadier Divi-
sion) , which, during the night of 15-16
December, was in the process of being
relieved by the Replacement Battalion
of the 326th. By coincidence the 2d Di-
vision attack on the night prior to the
16th engaged and detained troops which
both the 277th and 326th expected to use
elsewhere on the first day of the counter-
offensive.

On the afternoon of 16 December Maj.
Gen. Leonard T. Gerow, commanding
the V Corps, concluded from the frag-
mentary reports coming out of the main
battle area that the 2d Infantry Division
might soon find itself in a difficult sit-
vation. He asked the First Army com-
mander, General Hodges, for permission
to call off the attack at Wahlerscheid and
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GENERAL GEROW

move the 2d Division to the natural de-
fensive line offered by the ridge run-
ning north and south of Elsenborn. This
was refused. Late in the evening the
deputy corps commander (Maj. Gen.
Clarence R. Huebner) cautioned Gen-
eral Robertson to keep the unengaged
troops of his division in hand for a quick
change of plan, despite the order to con-
tinue the attack.’® By this time the three
battalions of the gth Infantry and two
of the g8th were committed. On the

1 The 2d Division attack and subsequent fight-

ing withdrawal are very well covered in combat
interviews. In this chapter the following after
action reports and journals have been used: 2d
Div; gth, 23d, and g8th Infantry Regiments; the
ad Div Hq Commandant.  The 644th Tank De-
stroyer Bn. drmy Ground Forces Report No. 559
(26 January 1945) is useful. The published ma-
terials, History of the Fifteenth Field Artillery
Battalion in the European Theater of Operations
and D plus 106 to V-E: The Story of the 2d
Division (n.d.n.p.), are of little value.
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morning of the counteroffensive’s second
day, with the American position in the
ggth Division and VIII Corps sector rap-
idly deteriorating, Gerow renewed his
request. The First Army commander
was unwilling to give orders for a with-
drawal but authorized the V Corps com-
mander to act as he saw fit. Gerow
phoned Robertson; it was now about
0730.

For the first time the 2d Division com-
mander learned that the enemy had
broken through the ggth and that his
own division was in danger of being
cut off. Gerow’s order was to set up a
defensive position on the Elsenborn
ridge—but first the 2d Division had to
withdraw from the exposed Wahler-
scheid sector. The immediate task con-
fronting Robertson was that of
gathering what troops he could to de-
fend the single road back through
Krinkelt-Rocherath to Wirtzfeld, while
at the same time holding open the one-
track road between Wirtzfeld and El-
senborn.'® Two-thirds of his reserve, the
23d Infantry, would be attached to the
ggth Division. The rifle strength of the
two regiments around Wahlerscheid had
been reduced by nearly 1,200 men. The
1st Battalion of the gth Infantry, for
example, had begun the Wahlerscheid
attack on 13 December with g5 officers
and 678 men; on the morning of 174
December the active roster was 22 officers
and 387 men. All of the original com-
pany commanders and most of the pla-
toon leaders were casualties. Fortunately,
the tank and tank destroyer strength at-

"The 2d Division engineers had worked on
this secondary road until it offered a fairly passable
single track.
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tached to support the 2d Division attack
had been held in reserve well to the
south in order to prevent a jam on
the single communicating road during
the infantry phase of the operation and
so constituted a readily available reserve.
But the appearance of German armor
early on 17 December would force some
piecemeal distribution to meet this
threat. :

Even before the withdrawal order
reached the 2d Division command post
at Wirtzfeld on the morning of the 17th,
German tanks had been spotted moving
on Biillingen, the main division supply
point. General Robertson ordered the
headquarters commandant to prepare a
defense at the division command post
(a few hundred yards north of Biillin-
gen) and sent his only free rifle battal-
ion, the 2d of the 23d Infantry, south
from the Rocherath area. After the cap-
ture of Biillingen the German column
turned away to the southwest, but a re-
connaissance party composed of a tank
platoon and a few riflemen in half-tracks
continued in the direction of Wirtzfeld.
They had been anticipated by only a few
minutes with the arrival of a self-pro-
pelled gun platoon from C Company of
the 644th Tank Destroyer DBattalion.
When the Germans reached the ridge
south of Wirtzteld they were momen-
tarily profiled against the sky line.
Two of the American tank destroyers
and a 57-mm. gun accounted for three
of the panzers and a half-track. For the
time being the threat to the southern
terminus of the 2d Division line of with-
drawal was ended. The 2d Battalion, 23d
Infantry, and additional tank destroyers
from the 644th . soon arrived and de-
ployed in the deep snow south of Wirtz-
feld on the slope facing Biillingen, there
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to watch the zst SS Panzer Regiment as
it filed southwest.

The 394th Infantry Abandons the
Miirringen Position

East of German-held Biillingen the
American troops in Miirringen faced en-
circlement, occupying as they did a pre-
carious -and jutting angle between the
defense forming on the evening of 17
December around the twin villages and
the southern shoulder bracing at But-
genbach. The sole road remaining for
withdrawal to the Elsenborn assembly
area ran back through Krinkelt, the
southernmost of the twin villages, whose
tenure by friendly troops was none too
-certain on the night of the 17th. The
chances for a successful withdrawal from
Miirringen were dwindling by the hour.

The g71st Field Artillery Battalion,
which had been firing in support of the
394th from battery positions close by,
was out of ammunition. Colonel
Riley, the regimental commander, rve-
ported this to General Lauer at o11j
on the 18th, adding that he recom-
mended “withdrawal.” The division
commander at once sent a radio message
back: “Withdraw arty. Your order. Your
time.” Apparently Lauer expected that
the 3g94th Infantry and Hightower’s bat-
talion from the 23d Infantry would send
off the guns and then consolidate with
the Krinkelt defenders. About this time
Hightower arrived at Riley’s command
post and told him of his conversation
with Colonel Hirschfelder. Hightower
had just talked with one of his ambu-
lance drivers who had come back from
Wirtzfeld via the road through Krinkelt
and said he could guide the vehicles out.
Colonel Riley now decided to evade the
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closing jaws of the German trap by mov-
ing out through Krinkelt and retiring,
if possible, to Elsenborn. The ambulance
driver would join the head of the column
and Hightower’s trucks would fall in be-
hind the vehicles of the gg4th.

Shortly after midnight the remmants
of the gg4th Infantry at Miirringen
formed in two columns, one composed
of foot troops, the other made up of the
remaining vehicles. Colonel Riley
started the motor column, which In-
cluded Hightower’s vehicles, along the
road toward Krinkelt at o215, a road
beaten by hostile shellfire. Near Krin-
kelt, whence came the sound of heavy
firing, the column halted while scouts
moved toward the houses at the edge of
the village. Here German tanks were
seen, and so orders were passed along to
abandon the vehicles and move west on
foot to Elsenborn. The infantry column
started a quarter of an hour after the
vehicles, marching quietly toward Krin-
kelt along a tree-covered draw, carrying
only helmets, overcoats, rifles, and am-
munition. Debouching onto the road
south of Krinkelt, the infantry found it
lined with deserted trucks and jeeps.
After some indecision the infantry
manned a few of the empty vehicles—
by this time it had been ascertained that
the 2d Infantry Division had at least
partial control of Krinkelt—and edged
their way through the village and out
the Wirtzfeld road. Most of the men
from Miirringen reached Elsenborn
during the 18th. The g71st Field Ar-
tillery Battalion, which had displaced
closer to Krinkelt during the night,
failed to get its heavy equipment out of
the snow when a- second move was
ordered at daylight, and all but five
howitzers were abandoned.
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There remains to account for the
394th’s 2d Battalion, which had been
cut off from the regiment while in the
Honsfelder Wald, and the 1st Battalion
of the 2gd, attached to the gg4th and
holding Hiinningen, the southernmost
position left to the 2d and ggth Divi-
sions. In the Honsfelder Wald the 2d
Battalion of the gg4th met the 1st Bat-
talion of the 3g3d; both were out of com-
munication with their parent regiments
and neither knew the location of neigh-
boring units. Jointly deciding to with-
draw further to the west, the two units
began their march at daylight on the
18th. Diverted by the sound of intense
firing in the direction of Krinkelt, they
marched toward Miirringen.

Almost in the shadow of the houses
the force got a hostile reception: the
Germans had moved in on the heels of
the 3g4th. At this critical juncture radio
contact was made with a friendly unit,
probably the 2d Division, and in answer
to the plea for help American shells be-
gan exploding in the village. Between
the confusion and the morning fog, the
Americans were able to break away,
turning this time toward Wirtzfeld. They
carried as many of their wounded as
they could, but some of the wounded had
to be left behind in the care of two aid
men. En route to Wirtzfeld the group
suddenly was brought under fire by the
2d Division artillery, a number of casu-
alties resulting. At this point the men
nearly panicked, but order was restored
while a squad leader raced ahead to a
friendly outpost and stopped the shell-

THE ARDENNES: BATTLE OF THE BULGE

ing. Most of the weary, hungry troops
reached Elsenborn during the' early
hours of 19 December. Capt. Robert
McGee, S—3 of the 2d Battalion, gg4th,
had brought out about 570 officers and
men. The 1st Battalion, g§g3d, which had
been badly hurt in the first two days of
the fight, was less fortunate. Fewer than
goo of its officers and men were left.

The 1st Battalion, 23d Infantry, at
Hiinningen, it will be recalled, had re-
ceived radio orders late on the 14th
which put it under the command of the
gth Infantry. Colonel Hightower’s bat-
talion was closely engaged, for the Ger-
mans had filtered through at a number
of points, and when the order came to
withdraw from the village the battalion
had to fight its way free. Company B,
most exposed, was under assault even as
the withdrawal began. A platoon leader
was wounded in front of the foxhole
line; two aid men tried to reach him and
were killed. A third reached the side of
the fallen officer, then both were killed.
The gd Platoon, whose radio was gone,
had no word as to the time when the
battalion was pulling back. Runners who
tried to reach the platoon were killed or
captured, and this part of Company B
was lost. Most of the badly depleted 1st
Battalion withdrew in accordance with
an earlier plan along a secondary road
via Miirringen which had been scouted
by the battalion medical officer, the ve-
hicles following the gg4th and the men
on foot marching cross-country to Wirtz-
feld.



CHAPTER VI

The German Northern Shoulder

Is Jammed

The 2d Diviston Withdraws

General Robertson’s plan for moving
his 2d Division south was to “skin the
cat,” pulling the most advanced bat-
talions in the Wahlerscheid sector back
through the others. In addition to the
main supply road, a part of the division
could use the secondary route running
more or less parallel to the Wahler-
scheid road until the two met at a fork
about a mile north of Rocherath. (See
Map I1.)| The g95th Infantry was in the
woods east of the northernmost section
of the 2d Division withdrawal route and
would provide cover for the first stage
of the tricky move parallel to and close
behind the rapidly deteriorating front.
Then too the enemy at the Wahlerscheid
road junction seemed hardly strong or
aggressive enough to make even a day-
light disengagement difficult.

The danger zone would be the twin
villages. Roads from the east led into
Rocherath- and Krinkelt. And, to the
east, as information from the ggth Divi-
sion rifle battalions warned, the Ger-
mans had made a deep penetration and
were liable at any moment to come
bursting out of the forest. Rocherath and
Krinkelt had to be held if the 2d Divi-
sion was to reach the Elsenborn position
intact and with its heavy weapons and

vehicles. The ggth Division had long
since thrown its last reserve into the
battle; therefore the 2d Division (with
the attached ggxth) alone had to provide
for the defense of this endangered sec-
tor of the corridor south.

The 2d Division commander assigned
responsibility to his officers as follows.?
Col. Chester J. Hirschfelder, command-
ing the gth Infantry, was charged with
the actual withdrawal from Wahler-
scheid. The assistant division com-
mander, Col. John H. Stokes, Jr., took
over the defense of Rocherath. Col.
Philip D. Ginder, assigned to the divi-
sion as a spare regimental commander,
was given the task of establishing a
blocking position southeast of Wirtzfeld
—the village at which the 2d Division
would have to turn toward Elsenborn.
General Robertson himself would spend
the crucial hours of the 17th working up
and down the Rocherath road, gathering
additional troops where he could, inter-
vening to change the disposition of
battalions and even companies as the
complexion of the battle altered.

The men turning south were con-
cerned with a fight for their lives. Some
units of the division would be able to

1 General Robertson, however, maintained per-
sonal control of the battle and was in the thick
of the fight. He received the DSC.
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2D DivisioN INFANTRYMEN ON THE MARCH

occupy their assigned positions and en-
trench before the enemy struck. Others
would have to attack in order to take
their designated place in the new line of
resistance. Meanwhile the rumor that
American prisoners were being butch-
ered in cold blood by S§ troops was
spreading like wildfire through the 2d
Division, a partial explanation of the
bitter fight finally made at the twin
villages.

Robertson’s order, “withdraw at
once,” reached the gth Infantry a little
after 1000. By 1100 the 2d Battalion had
assembled and started south, with the gd
and 1st Battalions forming in that order
to complete the column, The withdrawal
from the front lines, shielded by a heavy
barrage laid on the West Wall positions,
was accomplished readily but of course
took much time. The 1st Battalion,

bringing up the rear of the gth Infantry
column, did not set out until 1415.

Before the five battalions at Wahler-
scheid commenced to disengage, General
Robertson marched his only reserve, the
gd Battalion of the g8th Infantry, south
through Rocherath and Krinkelt. At this
time in the morning the imminent Ger-
man threat was in the area north of
Biillingen. For this reason Robertson
placed the gd Battalion (-) at the south-
ern edge of Krinkelt, where, by 1130, it
was entrenched. One rifle company, plus
the antitank and service companies, took
positions around Rocherath guarding the
roads entering the village from the north
and east.

The redeployment of the 2d Division
had a double aim: securing a firm hold
on Wirtzfeld, essential to the control of
the road net in the final phase of the
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move to Elsenborn, and defending Krin-
kelt and Rocherath until such time as
both the 2d and gqth Divisions could be
withdrawn to the Elsenborn ridge. The
gth Infantry, leading the move, was to
concentrate the bulk of its troops around
Wirtzfeld; the g8th, to build up a de-
fensive line at Krinkelt-Rocherath as its
battalions arrived. Before dark the 2d
Battalion of the gth Infantry had tra-
versed the seven and a half miles of con-
gested and shell-torn road, deploying
south of Wirtzfeld in line with the 2d
Battalion of the 23d Infantry. The gd
Battalion, next in the gth Infantry col-
umn, arrived after dark and dug in be-
tween the two battalions already south
of Wirtzfeld. En route the 2d Division
commander had detached Company K
and sent it posthaste to the line forming
northeast of Rocherath and to the rear
of the fragmented gd Battalion, gg3d.
Through the afternoon the prospect of a
large-scale German armored attack from
Biillingen had loomed large in the cal-
culations of both General Robertson and
General Lauer. Fortunately the attack
failed to come.

In the late afternoon two rifle bat-
talions were on their way to Krinkelt and
Rocherath: the 1st Battalion of the gth
Infantry (Lt. Col. William D. McKin-
ley) cleared the Wahlerscheid area at
1415; the 1st Battalion of the g8th Infan-
try (Lt. Col. Frank T. Mildren) started
on its way at 1530. The road south was
now under German shellfire, going was
slow, and only a short span of daylight
remained. The danger involved in the
movement across the front multiplied
with each hour, for the ggth Division
center, east of the twin villages, was
collapsing.

On the road General Robertson met
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Colonel McKinley and told him that he
had just come from the command post
of the ggsth Infantry where he had
learned that the Germans had broken
through the g393d. Robertson had split
the preceding battalion of the gth Infan-
try to send a rifle company and part of
the headquarters company to bar the
main road from the forest into Roche-
rath. Now he ordered McKinley to rush
his battalion to Rocherath and hold the
woods road ‘“‘until ordered to with-
draw.” At dusk the 1st Battalion was in
position, deployed on a slight rise over-
looking a shallow depression from which
a gradual ascent led into the forest.

A thick fog lay close to the snow-cov-
ered ground. Around was a scene of wild
confusion, stragglers with and without
arms hurrying along the road and across
the fields, the sound and flash of gun-
fire coming from the woods to the east.
Company K, now attached to the 1st Bat-
talion, already was north of the road,
backed up by three guns from the 644th
Tank Destroyer Battalion. Company C
closed beside K; Company B dug in
at the road; Company A lay to the south.
The battalion had not picked up its
mines during the disengagement, but
was able to get a few from the tank
destroyers for use at the road. There
were fifteen extra bazookas on the am-
munition vehicles, and these were
handed to riflemen earlier trained by
McKinley as bazooka men. Forward ob-
servers from the 15th Field Artillery
Battalion hurriedly set up their com-
munications. In the woods, less than a
thousand yards away, firing continued
as darkness closed over the American po-
sition. .

Friendly infantry and tanks were
known to be coming west. About 1930
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three tanks and a platoon or so of in-
fantry came through Company B. They
had passed on toward Rocherath before
anyone realized that this was the first
of the enemy. Half an hour later more
tanks came clanking along the road, the
dark shapes of infantrymen following.
This time Company B took no chances.
The first two German tanks struck the
American mines. Then two more tried
to swing off the road, only to be knocked
out by bazooka fire. By this time the Ger-
mans were milling about, apparently
completely surprised, while the 1j5th
Field Artillery Battalion added to the
confusion by beating the road close to
the 1st Battalion foxholes. It took the
enemy an hour or so to reorganize. Then
‘five or six German tanks attacked in
line, rolling to within a couple of hun-
dred yards of the foxhole line where
they halted and fired for nearly half an
hour. Next the accompanying infantry
rushed in, but were cut down by the
heavy machine guns on the final pro-
tective line. Finally the enemy tankers
and riflemen got together in an assault
that broke through.

The 1st Battalion refused to panic and
set to work with bazookas against the
flanks of the blinded tanks. One of the
panzers was crippled, but the crew com-
partment proved impervious to bazooka
rounds (perhaps this was a Tiger). So
Cpl. Charles Roberts (Company D) and
Sgt. Otis Bone (Company B) drained
some gasoline from an abandoned ve-
hicle, doused the tank, and lit the whole
with thermite grenades. When German
tanks moved into the Company A area,
American artillery responded to the ur-
gent call for help and within three min-
utes dropped in a concentration that
stopped the assault. Meanwhile the
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American gunners, firing from new em-
placements near Camp Elsenborn, had
effectively checked further troop moves
on the road from the forest, seven bat-
talions finally joining in the shoot. By
midnight all was quiet in front of the
1st Battalion except for the distant crash
of friendly artillery—around the fox-
holes the silence was “frightening.”
Stubborn determination, mines, ma-
chine guns, and bazookas had checked
this first series of assaults, but the battal-
ion commander would credit the gun-
ners at Elsenborn with saving his
battalion.?

It will be recalled that the 1st Bat-
talion of the g8th Infantry had started
south shortly after the departure of the
last troops of the gth Infantry. The ac-
tual withdrawal was screened by the 2d
Battalion of the g8th, the final covering
force of the 2d Division, and was aided
by fire and smoke laid down by the g7th
Field Artillery Battalion, 81-mm. and 4.
2-inch mortars. On the road the regi- -
mental executive officer met Colonel
Mildren and explained the 1st Battalion
mission: to go into the line forming at
the twin villages on the left of the gd
Battalion, g8th Infantry, east and north-
east of Krinkelt. Mildren learned in
addition that the battalion probably
would have to fight its way to the as-
signed position, a jarring note that
pleased none this close to nightfall.

About a thousand yards north of

2For ease of description this engagement has
been treated as a fight by the 1st Battalion; notice,
however, that the 1st deployed alongside Com-
pany K. Pfc. William A. Soderman, of Company
K, stopped three enemy tanks with bazooka rounds
during the night of battle but was badly wounded
by machine gun fire from the last tank he at-
tacked. Soderman was awarded the Medal of
Honor.
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Rocherath the battalion column came to
a crossroads which had been picked as a
profitable target for the enemy artillery
and Werfers. Company A at the head of
the column passed safely, but the rest
came into a gantlet of the most severe
shelling the veteran battalion ever had
encountered. Company C, third in the
serial, suffered most and became badly
disorganized. German tanks were near
the crossroads and might have cut into
the American infantry had not T/4
Truman Kimbro placed mines across the
castern entry. Kimbro was killed, after
having been hit innumerable times. He
was awarded the Medal of Honor post-
humously.

The leading company, now alone,
entered Rocherath at dusk but found no
guides and marched on through the next
village until met by bullet fire. Twice
the company doubled back on its trail
until finally found by the battalion ex-
ecutive and directed to the proper po-
sition. Company B arriving about 2130,
moved in on the left of Company A but
was still on the surface (not having had
time to intrench) when German tanks
and infantry struck from the northeast at
Krinkelt. Company A, well dug in and
with all its weapons emplaced, let the
tanks roll past and then took on the in-
fantry. Its neighbor, Company B, ex-
posed and without its supporting
weapons, was riddled, only one platoon
managing to escape. The Company B
survivors, joined by what was left of
Company G, fell back to the regimental
command post in Rocherath and joined
the antitank company in the street fight
raging there.

Back at Krinkelt three German tanks
with infantry clinging to their decks got
into the eastern streets; with this foot-
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hold won more Germans appeared as the
night went on. The fight for Krinkelt
surged back and forth, building to build-
ing, hedgerow to hedgerow. Men on both
sides were captured and recaptured as the
tide of battle turned. A German attempt
to seize the heavy-walled church on the
northern edge of the village was beaten
off by the reconnaissance company of the
644th Tank Destroyer Battalion, which
had lost a platoon at Biillingen during
the morning. The communications offi-
cer of the 1st Battalion, §8th Infantry, 1st
Lt. Jesse Morrow, knocked out a tank
with only a rifle grenade. (Morrow later
was awarded the DSC.) The situation in
Krinkelt was further confused by re-
treating troops from the ggth Division,
intermixed as they were with the infil-
trating enemy. One German, using a cap-
tured American to give the password, got
past two outposts, but a sentry finally
killed both men. At midnight a column
of ggth Infantry vehicles started pouring
through the town and continued the rest
of the night.

At Rocherath, the Germans who had
so boldly entered the village earlier in
the evening destroyed three American
tanks as these inched their way out of
the village to help Company K of the
38th Infantry. Here too the fight was
bitter and confused. At one time a
battalion commander of the §8th was
reported to have men from sixteen
different companies fighting under his
command. By midnight, however, the
enemy tanks behind the American lines
had been accounted for and the German
infantrymen captured or killed.

When the wild night of fighting drew
to a close, the Americans still were in
control of the two villages and the near
sector of the Wahlerscheid withdrawal
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route. The rear guard 2d Battalion of the
38th had made a highly successful with-
drawal and was assembled a half mile
north of Rocherath. The gg5th Infantry
had moved back as ordered and, thus
far in good shape, held the left flank of
the 2d Division northeast of Rocherath
astride the two approaches to the
fork above the village. (It had left
the g24th Engineer Battalion isolated
on Rath Hill, however, and when the
engineers started west on the morning of
the 18th they came under fire from both
the gg5th and the enemy.) Straggler
lines were operating around the twin
villages and a start was being made at
regrouping the strays and tying to-
gether the bits and pieces of the Ameri-
can line. Wirtzfeld, the one good escape
hatch to Elsenborn, was ready for a de-
fense in force. The 2d Division artillery
and its reinforcing battalions had dis-
placed to the Elsenborn ridge in positions
within range of the entire front. General
Robertson’s 2d Division and attached
troops had carried through a highly com-
plex maneuver in the face of the enemy,
disengaging in a fortified zone, withdraw-
ing across a crumbling front, then wheel-
ing from column to secure and organize
a defensive line in the dark and under
attack. Having completed this mission,
the 2d Division was under orders to hold
in place while the remnants of the ggth
Division right wing passed through to
Elsenborn; then it was to break away and
re-form for the defense of the Elsenborn
ridge. ‘

The appearance of the 2d Infantry
Division at the twin villages probably
came as a complete surprise to the Ger-
man command. German intelligence had
failed completely as regards the location
of this division and believed that it was
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in reserve at FElsenborn. Peculiarly
enough, the fact that the 2d was attack-
ing through the ggth positions never was
reported to the Sixth Panzer Army head-
quarters. Dietrich expected, therefore, to
break through the ggth and meet the 2d
somewhere to the rear or possibly to
the right rear of the ggth. This may
explain the German failure to attempt
an end run and drive for Elsenborn.

The 1st Infantry Division Sends
Reinforcements to Butgenbach

The advance guard of the zst SS Pan-
zer Division had reached Biillingen on
the early morning of 17 December, by
its presence threatening the open right
flank and the rear of the ggth Division.
Although the German armored column
veered southwest, under the eyes of the
astonished Americans, the presence of
the enemy this deep within the bare
south flank was a cause of grave concern
to General Lauer and later to General
Robertson. Through the morning only
a handful of engineers and headquarters
personnel, backed up with single tank
destroyer and antiaircraft pieces, stood
in the way of a German dash north across
the American rear. But the rst SS Pan-
zer, intent on objectives far to the west,
failed to make this play.® A platoon
of Mark IV tanks did scout the Butgen-
bach road but withdrew when three were
destroyed by the few guns of Company

3The history of the fight against the rst S§

Panzer during the first few days of the advance
was the subject of a special report, based on
personal interviews in January 1945, by Capt.
Franklin Ferriss (in OCMH). Coverage on the
German side is good, notably MSS # A-924
(Kraemer), A-877 (Priess), and B-y33, r12th
Volks Grenadier Division, 1-29 December 1044
(Generalleutnant Gerhard Engel).
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B, 612th Tank Destroyer Battalion,
which Capt. John J. Kennedy had
implaced near Dom Butgenbach.

Reinforcements from the 1st Infantry
Division, as promised by the VII Corps,
arrived at Camp Elsenborn about ogoo,
reported to the ggth Division, and were
dispatched at once toward Butgenbach.
This village lay on high ground belong-
ing to the vital Elsenborn ridge and
would be the point of entry for any Ger-
man thrust on the road net north of Biill-
ingen.*

The 26th Infantry (Col. John F. R.
Seitz), which had been transferred to
V Corps control the previous midnight,
was the only unit thus far sent south by
the 1st Division. At Elsenborn, after
. General Lauer had given a quick re-
sumé¢ of the situation, the regimental ex-
ecutive officer, then in command, put
the 2d Battalion in the lead, sending
it south to occupy two hills midway be-
tween Butgenbach and Billingen which
overlooked the main road connecting
the two villages. By dusk the 2d Battalion
(Lt. Col. Derrill M. Daniel) was de-
ployed on the high ground near the tiny
hamlet of Dom Butgenbach, dug in
along the reverse slopes on a 2,100-yard
front. Both flanks were wide open. The
enemy, however, failed to react force-
fully to the American move, although
a 2d Battalion patrol found that the
Germans still were in Billingen. The
26th Infantry ultimately would be hit

*The actions fought here by the 26th Infantry
involved very heavy fighting by attached tanks
and tank destroyers. See especially the AAR’s of
the 741st and 745th Tank Battalions; the 6g4th,
7ogd, and Boist Tank Destroyer Battalions. See
also Capt. D. E. Rivette, “The Hot Corner at
Dom Butgenbach,” Infantry Journal (October,
1945) , pp. 19-23.
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and hit hard, but not until the German
plans for shattering the eastern front of
the ggth and 2d Divisions had failed.
The night of 14 December passed un-
eventfully except for the booming of the
guns of the ggd Field Artillery Battalion
and 413th Antiaircraft Gun Battalion
firing from their positions with the 26th
Infantry against the hostile traffic stream-
ing through Biillingen.

Early the following morning small
enemy detachments appeared in the
Dom Butgenbach area but showed no
inclination to close with the Americans.
The 26th Infantry had been busy during
the night completing its deployment: the
gd Battalion now was dug in west of
Wirtzfeld on the left of the 2d Battalion,
which retained the responsibility for
blocking the Biillingen-Butgenbach
road; the 1st Battalion was in reserve
around Butgenbach; and considerable
artillery and tank destroyer strength re-
inforced the command. In anticipation
of an all-out German attack at this.
critical section of the American front,
the V Corps truckhead at Butgenbach
was closed and all rations and gasoline
were evacuated. Farther to the west,
where no defense had yet formed, the
Robertville ammunition supply point,
holding six thousand tons, suspended
operations and moved to the rear. But
through the 18th the enemy showed no
sign of any earnest intent in front of the
26th Infantry.

The Defense of the Twin Villages
18 December

The German attempt to take Krinkelt
and Rocherath during the night of 17—
18 December had not been well co-
ordinated, carried out as it was by the



26TH INFANTRY AREA NEAR BUTGENBACH. Above, 1st Battalion en route to the village;
below, troops positioning antitank gun.



THE GERMAN NORTHERN SHOULDER IS JAMMED

advance guards of two divisions
attacking  piecemeal in the dark
over unknown terrain against re-
sistance which was completely surprising.
By the morning of 18 December, how-
ever, the enemy strength had increased
substantially despite the miserable state
of the woods roads leading to the twin
villages. The ¢989th Regiment of the
277th Volks Grenadier Division (prob-
ably reinforced by a third battalion) had
reached Rocherath. The r2th SS Panzer
Division, whose tanks and armored in-
fantry carriers made extremely slow
progress on the muddy secondary roads—
quickly chewed up by churning tracks—
was able by dawn to assemble the 25th
Panzer Grenadier Regiment, an assault
gun battalion, and one full tank bat-
talion east of the villages. During the
18th this force was strengthened by one
more tank battalion, the final armored
commitment being about equally di-
vided between Panther tanks and the
heavy Tigers.

The American strength at Krinkelt
and Rocherath was substantial and by
daylight on 18 December was assuming
a cohesive defensive pattern as the bat-
talions reorganized after the race south
and the confused night battle. Most of
the g8th Infantry (Col. Francis H. Boos)
was in and around the two villages, plus
about a battalion and a half of the gth
Infantry and a few platoons of the 23d
Infantry (Col. Jay B. Loveless). Al-
though these 2d Division troops had gap-
ing ranks, so had their opponents. For-
tunately, in view of the number of tanks
ready in the German camp, the Amer-
ican infantry had the means of antitank
defense at hand: the 741st Tank Battal-
ion, 644th Tank Destroyer Battalion, a
company of the 612th Tank Destroyer
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Battalion, and a few guns from the 8o1st
Tank Destroyer Battalion. On Elsen-
born ridge, but well within supporting
range, lay the 2d Division artillery
(which had displaced after firing from
extreme forward positions) , the bulk of
the ggth Division artillery, and some
corps field artillery battalions. The flanks
of the 2d Division position at the villages
were more or less covered by elements of
the gth and 23d Infantry in Wirtzfeld,
to the southwest, and the battalions of
the 393d deployed in blocking positions
to hold the road net north of Rocherath.
As yet, however, there was no homo-
geneous line sealing the od Division
front, and the men and vehicles of the
goth Division still passing through to the
west complicated the problem of co-or-
dinating the defense and artillery fire.

An ominous quiet prevailed around
Rocherath during the early, dark hours
of 18 December, but just before first
light the enemy resumed the assault, this
time employing his tanks and infantry in
ordered company. The 1st Battalion of
the gth Infantry, deployed east of the
village along the road from the woods,
took the first blow. Apparently a com-
pany of tanks had been brought close
to the American line during the night
battle, and these now attacked with more
than a battalion of infantry. While the
batteries on Elsenborn ridge furiously
shelled the road, a confused fight spread
all along the foxhole line. The morning
fog was heavy, visibility almost nil. The
American infantry let the tanks roll past,
then tailed them with bazookas or turned
to meet the oncoming infantry at close
quarters with grenades, and even bay-
onets or knives. This first assault was
beaten off, while a number of the Ger-
man tanks were crippled or destroyed
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by bazooka teams stalking successfully
under cover of the fog.

When the fog lifted ahout 0830, three
German tanks rolled right along the fox-
hole line firing their machine guns while
the German infantry rushed forward. Lt.
Stephen P. Truppner of Company A
radioed that his company had been over-
run and asked for artillery to fire on his
own position. For thirty minutes an
American battalion shelled this area.
Only twelve men escaped. Company K,
which had been attached to the battalion
the day before, likewise was engulfed.
Capt. Jack ]. Garvey, sending a last
message from the cellar of the house
which was his command post, refused
to leave because he could not get his
company out. Ten men and one officer
escaped. On the left Companies B and
C were able to hold their ground; a
few from Company B broke and ran but
were sent back by the battalion com-
mander.

The German wave carried tanks and
infantry inside Rocherath, the fight
eddying from house to house, wall to
wall, along streets and down narrow
alleys. Tanks fought tanks; men were
captured, then captured again. Mean-
while, Colonel Boos did what he could
to form some defense behind what was
left of the 1st Battalion of the gth.?
He radioed Colonel McKinley that as
soon as the 2d Battalion of the g8th
could swing into position, a matter of
an hour or more, the 1st Battalion
should withdraw. With his remaining
two companies transfixed by direct tank

® Here Sgt. James L. Bayliss manned his machine
gun to cover his men although he had been under
fire by a German tank. Finally he was killed by
4 tank-gun round. Bayliss was awarded the DSC.
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fire and surrounded by German in-
fantry, McKinley replied that no with-
drawal was possible unless friendly tanks
or tank destroyers arrived. “Miracu-
lously,” as the 1st Battalion later re-
ported, a platoon of Sherman tanks came
into view. This was a part of A company,
#41st Tank Battalion, which had been
patrolling the Wahlerscheid road.
When the platoon commander was
asked if he wanted to do some fighting
the reply was profanely affirmative.
First the tanks joined the infantry in a
counterattack to reach the positions
which had been held by Companies A
and K. Two of the three German tanks
which had been harassing the battalion
were destroyed by the Shermans, but no
contact was made with the lost com-
panies. A second counterattack by the
tank platoon covered the 1st Battalion
withdrawal, but the last riflemen out
had the Germans yelling at their heels.
The shattered battalion withdrew
through the 2d Battalion of the g8th,
fell back to Rocherath, and then
marched to Krinkelt, where it billeted in
a deserted hotel. Approximately 240 offi-
cers and men were left of the orig-
inal battalion and its attached units. In
addition to the nearly total loss of Com-
panies A and K, all of the Company
M machine gunners attached to the 1st
Battalion were missing in action. Of the
group that had been rushed in the pre-
vious evening from Headquarters Com-
pany, 3d Battalion, only thirteen were
left. It seems probable that the entire
989th Regiment had been employed in
wresting the road to Rocherath from the
stubborn 1st Battalion; the fight had
gone on for nearly six hours and had
given the 38th Infantry time to regroup
to meet the enemy drive. Colonel Boos
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gratefully acknowledged that this gallant
stand had saved his regiment.

The gd Battalion of the gg3d, after
hard fighting on the 14th, had with-
drawn northeast of Rocherath and tied
in sketchily on the left of the 1st Bat-
talion, gth Infantry. Colonel Allen’s bat-
talion was about half strength and had
lost all of its machine guns, mortars, and
antitank guns. The furious morning
attack against the 1st Battalion, with a
tank platoon in the lead, also struck the
gd Battalion. Unable to combat the tanks
although one was hit by a bazooka round,
the battalion fell back a thousand yards
to the northwest. Good radio communi-
cation with the gg5th allowed its cannon
company to take a hand effectively, cover-
- ing the retirement and discouraging close
pursuit. About noon Allen’s men were
ordered to Wirtzfeld, then on to the line
forming at Elsenborn.

Although enemy tanks and foot troops
had penetrated as far as the 38th com-
mand post inside Rocherath, they
were successfully hunted out during the
morning. The Germans continued to
hammer along the forest road, striving
to win free entrance to the village, but
they found the 2d Battalion of the 38th
(Lt. Col. Jack K. Norris) , now standing
in the way, a tough opponent. The most
successful assault of the afternoon forced
the 2d Battalion to retire “one hedge-
row.”

The battle for Krinkelt, if it can be
separated from that raging around
Rocherath, commenced sometime be-
fore dawn when five tanks and a body
of infantry moved cautiously up to the
eastern edge of the village. When the
enemy tankers halted to confer with their
infantry escort, Company L, 23d Infan-
try, which had been placed in the line
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after its retreat from the woods the
evening before, killed some forty of the
Germans and the panzers decamped. A
brief period of quiet followed and dur-
ing this lull the foot detachment of the
394th from Miirringen passed through
the American lines en route to Wirtzfeld
and Elsenborn. By o840, however, the
fight for Krinkelt was on in earnest. A
number of attacks were checked by
shellfire before they could make much
headway. Nonetheless, a tank platoon
penetrated as far as the 1st Battalion,
38th Infantry, command post before it
was destroyed, and a few German tanks
got as far as the road south to Wirtzfeld.
In this quarter, as at Rocherath, the
American tanks, tank destroyers, and
bazooka teams left the German tanks
smoking and broken.$

During the night of 18 December,
the 2d Division still held the twin vil-
lages while the last organized units of the
ggth Division moved west on their way
to Elsenborn. In the dark, German -
bazooka teams crept along walls and
hedgerows seeking the hiding places
of the American tanks and tank de-
stroyers which had done so much to foil
the armored attacks during the day. The
panzers again made forays into the vil-
lages, made their kills, and in turn were
destroyed.

Although the American hold in this
sector remained firm, some of the con-
fusion and loss of control normally in-
herent in a tactical situation like that
faced by the 2d and ggth Divisions was
beginning to tell. Orders from the ggth
Division had been addressed to the gg4th

SDuring the fighting. in the twin villages on
the 18th, 1st Lt. R. A. Parker destroyed or
immobilized six enemy tanks with a rocket
launcher. Parker was awarded the DSC.
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Infantry, at 0808, stressing that the reg-
iment was not to withdraw to Elsenborn
but instead should take position south
of Krinkelt beside the g8th Infantry. The
main body of the gg4th already had
passed through Krinkelt by that hour
and probably never received the order
until it arrived at Elsenborn.
Confused communications also had
an impact in the area held by the 3g5th
Infantry on the north flank. General
Robertson, about 0200 on the morning
of the 18th, had radioed the ggsth In-
fantry to maintain contact with the 38th
but to prepare for a move to Elsenborn.
Thus far the enemy had made no move
to strike the ggsth positions in force.
A radio message reached the ggsth com-
mand post about 1600 ordering the reg-

iment to withdraw to Elsenborn. The
move began while Colonel Mackenzie
went on to the ggth Division head-
quarters at Elsenborn to report. Here
he was informed that no such order
had been sent (it had been sent but
was garbled) and General Lauer told
him that his battalions must be sent
back to their positions at once. Mac-
kenzie was able to reach two battalions
on the road and turn them back, but the
1st Battalion, ggsth, had arrived in El-
senborn before word could reach it. The
countermarch was made successfully and
the old positions reoccupied at 0500 on
19 December. Information that the 395th
had left, denuding the north flank,
reached the g8th Infantry commander
during the night and caused much con-
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cern. But the ggoth Volks Grenadier
Regiment, at the forest edge east of the
395th positions, either had failed to
notice the withdrawal or had been un-
willing to make a move with darkness
settling.

The Last Attack at Hofen Fails
18 December

Ten miles by road north of Krinkelt
and Rocherath the gd Battalion, ggsth
Infantry, fought an isolated but impor-
tant engagement on 18 December.”
Having failed the day before to breach
the American cavalry line at Mon-
schau, the 326th Volks Grenadier Divi-
sion turned again toward Hoéfen where
it had encountered such a sharp reverse
on the first day of the German counter-
offensive. The 2d Battalion of the 753d
Regiment finally had rejoined the di-
vision; so General Kaschner put this
regiment in the van, nourishing his
assault waves with companies of the re-
maining two regiments as the fight
developed. Some three hours before day-
break the German assault detachments
moved forward from the hills surround-
ing Hofen to make a first test of the
American defenses at the northern edge
of the village. Well prepared for such
an onslaught, concentrated artillery and
mortar fire blanketed the ground over
which the grenadiers had to advance.
Despite heavy casualties from this fire
the enemy broke through to the village.
There followed a confused battle, but
when day broke the last Germans were
being routed from the houses.

7The gd Battalion of the ggsth Infantry was
given a Presidential Citation for its fight at
Hofen. Sgt. T. E. Piersall and Pfc. Richard Mills
fought with such conspicuous courage as to receive
the DSC.
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The first daylight assault came about
ogoo preceded by a barrage of artillery,
rocket, and mortar fire. Advancing
through a thick haze, ten tanks, seven
armored cars, and an infantry battalion
made for the village. Once more the de-
fensive gun concentrations made great
play in the gray ranks. The g-inch tank
destroyers of the 612th Tank Destroyer
Battalion, although frozen in place, held
the German fighting vehicles at bay—
even with the limited traverse. As be-
fore, some of the attackers broke
through. Colonel Butler phoned the
forward observer of the 196th Field Ar-
tillery Battalion, whose little party was
fighting off Germans around its observa-
tion post (a three-story brick building
right in the forward line) , and asked for
three five-minute concentrations on his
own positions.® The shells came in
promptly. As the fire finally lifted But-
ler sent his reserve, a single platoon of I
Company, into the counterattack. Pick-
ing up strength at the foxhole line, the
Americans drove the remaining foe back
in the direction of Rohren. The German
tanks, whose appearance had caused the
3d Battalion to request help “at once,”
took a singularly small part in the fray,
retiring behind a ridge which gave
shelter against direct antitank fire. It
must be said that the German grena-
diers were of sterner stuff. The Ameri-
can main line of resistance was not com-
pletely re-established until 1230. When
night came the Germans tried once
again but to no avail.

Thus ended the enemy plan to carry
the northern pivot of the Sixth Panzer

8 This was 2d Lt. S. D. Llewellyn, who later re-

ceived the DSC for the defense of the observation
post.
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Army offensive as far forward as Eupen.
Kaschner had planned to shift his attack
later in the day toward Monschau, but
this attack never was made. The bloody
failure at Hofen gives a more than ade-
quate explanation. German dead liter-
ally were piled in front of the 3d
Battalion. The disparity in losses suffered
by the combatants is amazing. The Ger-
man dead counted in and around Hoéfen
numbered 554; prisoners numbered 53.
The American casualties were five killed
and seven wounded. From this time
on the 326th Volks Grenadier Division
abandoned all but minor action in this
sector, finally turning south to take a
secondary role in the ensuing battle at
the Elsenborn ridge. Hoéfen and Mons-
chau remained in American hands
through the rest of the Ardennes Cam-

paign.

The 2d Division Withdraws
to the Elsenborn Line
19 December

At 1800 on 18 December the V Corps
commander attached General Lauer’s
ggth Division to Robertson’s 2d Divi-
sion. General Gerow’s instructions,
given Robertson late on 17 December
for a defense of the Rocherath-Krinkelt-
Wirtzfeld line until such time as the
isolated American troops to the east
could be withdrawn, finally were ful-
filled on the night of 18-19 December
when the remnants of the 1st Battalion
of the gggd and the 2d Battalion of the
394th came back through the 2d Divi-
sion lines. These were the last organized
units to find their way to safety, although
small groups and individual stragglers
would appear at the Elsenborn rallying
point for some days to come. Then, de-
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spite the fact that the 2d Division was
hard pressed, Robertson made good on
his promise to the corps commander that
he would release the ggth Division ele-
ments which had been placed in the 2d
Division line and send them to Elsen-
born for reorganization within their own
division. The tactical problem remain-
ing was to disengage the 2d Division
and its attached troops, particularly
those in the twin villages, while at the
same time establishing a new and solid
defense along the Elsenborn ridge.
The failure to break through at the
twin villages on 18 December and so
open the way south to the main armored
route via Biillingen had repercussions all
through the successive layers of German
command on the Western Front.
Realizing that the road system and the
terrain in front of the Sixth Panzer Army
presented more difficulties than those
confronting the Fifth, it had been
agreed to narrow the Sixth Panzer Army
zone of attack and in effect ram through
the American front by placing two pan-
zer corps in column. The southern wing
of the rst SS Panzer Corps, in the Sixth
Panzer Army van, had speedily punched
a hole between the 106th and ggth
American divisions and by 18 December
the leading tank columns of the rst §S
Panzer Division were deep in the Amer-
ican rear areas. The northern wing,
however, had made very slow progress
and thus far had failed to shake any
tanks loose in a dash forward on the
northern routes chosen for armored pen-
etration. Peremptory telephone messages
from the headquarters of OB WEST har-
assed Dietrich, the Sixth Panzer Army
commander, all during the 18th and were
repeated—doubtless by  progressively
sharpening voices—all the way to the
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99t DivisioNn VenicLEs MoviNe THrRouGH WIRTZFELD en route to Elsenborn.

Krinkelt-Rocherath front. But exhorta-
tion had been fruitless.

Although Dietrich continued to nee-
dle his subordinates to get the right wing
of the army rolling forward, he also
sought to remedy the situation by chang-
ing the I SS Panzer Corps tactics. Diet-
rich suggested to General Priess that the
12th 8§ Panzer Division disengage,
swing south, bypass Butgenbach, and get
back onto the main route some place
west of the thorny American position.
The I §§ Panzer Corps commander and
his staff politely rejected this idea on the
grounds that the byroads were impass-
able and that Krinkelt, Rocherath, and

Butgenbach must be cleared to open the
better road net. Eventually Dietrich pre-
vailed—or some compromise  was
reached—for late on 18 December ar-
mored elements of the r2th SS Panzer
Division began to withdraw from the
twin villages, while the 3d Panzer Gren-
adier Division, which had been sched-
uled for the fight at Monschau, marched
west from reserve to take over the battle
with the 2d Division.

The German plans for 19 December
were these: the 277th Volks Grenadier
Division and advancing troops of the
3d Panzer Grenadier Division were to
continue the attack at Krinkelt and
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Rocherath; the 89th Regiment, 12th
Volks Grenadier Divistion, which had
come up from reserve and initiated an
attack from Miirringen against Krinkelt
the day before, was to maintain pressure
in this sector. Meanwhile, the r2th S$S
Panzer Division was to complete its
withdrawal from the twin villages and
move as quickly as the poor roads would
allow to join a kampfgruppe of the 12th
Volks Grenadier Division in a thrust
against the American flank position at
Butgenbach. The direction of the Ger-
man main effort, as a result, would shift,
substituting an armored thrust against
the flank for the battering-ram frontal
attack against the now well-developed
defenses in the area of Krinkelt-Roch-
erath. Fresh German infantry were en
route to the twin villages, and some
reinforcements would be employed
there on the 1gth, but the attack would
lack the armored weight whose momen-
tum had carried earlier assault waves
into the heart of the American positions.

At dawn, on 19 December, and blank-
eted in thick fog, the German grena-
diers advanced on Krinkelt and Roche-
- rath. The batteries back on Elsenborn
ridge once again laid down a defensive
barrage, ending the attack before it
could make any headway. Another
advance, rolling forward under an in-
coming fog about 1000, placed enemy
snipers and machine gunners close to the
American positions. Shortly after noon a
few German tanks churned toward the
villages and unloaded machine gunners
to work the weapons on derelict tanks
which had been abandoned close to the
American foxhole line. Apparently the
enemy infantry were edging in as close
as they could in preparation for a final
night assault. Headlong assault tactics
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were no longer in evidence, however. In
the meantime the defenders picked up
the sounds of extensive vehicular move-
ment (representing the departing ele-
ments of the r2th $S Panzer Division),
and a platoon of tanks appeared north-
east of Rocherath but quickly retired
when artillery concentrations and direct
fire were brought to bear.

Inside the twin villages’ perimeter
the defenders were aware that a phase
of the battle was ending. Colonel Stokes,
the assistant division commander, was
preparing plans for withdrawal to the
Elsenborn lines. Colonel Boos had the
¢8th Infantry and its attached troops at
work quietly destroying the weapons and
equipment, German and American,
which could not be evacuated. Finally, at
1345, the withdrawal order was issued,
to be put in effect beginning at 1730.
The gg5th Infantry was to retire from its
lines north of the villages and move
cross-country (by a single boggy trail)
west to Elsenborn. The g8th Infantry
and its attached units, more closely
engaged and in actual physical contact
with the enemy, would break away from
the villages, fall back west through
Wirtzfeld, then move along the tem-
porary road which the 2d Division
engineers had constructed between
Wirtzfeld and Berg. Once the 38th
had cleared through the Wirtzfeld posi-
tion, now held by elements of the gth
Infantry and a battalion of the 23d, it
would occupy a new defensive line west
and northwest of Wirtzfeld, while the
gth Infantry in turn evacuated that vil-
lage.

Company officers commanding troops
facing the enemy had been carefully
briefed to avoid the word ‘“withdrawal”
in final instructions to their men. This
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was to be “a move to new positions”’;
all were to walk, not run. Col. Leland
W. Skaggs’ 741st Tank Battalion, tank
destroyers from the 644th Tank De-
stroyer Battalion, and the 2d Division
engineers would form a covering force
in the villages, laying mines and beating
off any attempt at “pursuit.” Disengage-
ment was made from left to right,
“stripping” the 2d Division line from
Rocherath to Wirtzfeld. First, the 2d
Battalion of the 38th Infantry pulled out
of the north edge of Rocherath; the 1st
Battalion, deployed in both villages,
followed; the gd Battalion tacked on at
Krinkelt. A half hour later, just as the
Germans moved into Rocherath, Com-
pany C of the 644th and Company B of
the 741st hauled out, the tanks carrying
the engineers. The move through Wirtz-
feld, now in flames, brought the g8th
under German guns and resulted in
some casualties and confusion, but at
0200 on 20 December the rear guard
tank platoon left Wirtzfeld and half an
hour later the gth Infantry passed
through the new lines occupied by the
38th Infantry a thousand yards west of
the village.

The four-day battle which had pitted
the 2d Infantry Division and the ggth
Infantry Division against the spearheads
of the Sixth Panzer Avrmy had cost both
sides heavily in men and matériel. But
in the balance sheet for this desperate
initial phase of the German counteroffen-
sive, where lives weighed less than hours
won or lost, the reckoning was favorable
to the Americans. What the fruitless bid
for a quick decision had cost the Ger-
mans in terms of dead and wounded has
no accounting. The losses of the un-
tried ggth Division, fighting its first
major action under circumstances far
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more difficult than was the lot of most
American infantry divisions in the Eu-
ropean Theater of Operations, have
been compiled only as a total for the
whole month of December. A careful
check shows that the ggth had few cas-
ualties prior to 16 December or after 19
December; nine-tenths or more of the
following list, therefore, represents the
cost of four days of battle: 14 officers and
119 men killed in action; 53 officers and
1,341 men missing in action; 51 of-
ficers and 864 men wounded in action.
About 600 officers and men passed
through the division clearing station be-
fore 20 December as nonbattle casual-
ties; half were trench foot cases.

The veteran 2d Division had taken
considerable punishment from exposure
and battle loss beginning on 13 Decem-
ber with the start of the Wahlerscheid
operation. It is impossible to determine
the ratio between tne casualties suffered
in the first four days of attack and those
of the final three days of defense. In-
deed no total is available for the 2d
Division during these important seven
days. The 23d Infantry, in reserve be-
fore 16 December and then committed
by battalion, sustained these battle
losses: 1st Battalion, 10 officers and 221
men; 2d Battalion, 1 officer and 100
men; gd Battalion, 10 officers and 341
men. The gth Infantry, which was en-
gaged both at Wahlerscheid and the
twin villages, lists 47 officers and men
killed, 425 wounded, and 192 missing.
The regiment likewise had lost nearly
600 officers and men as nonbattle casual-
ties (trench foot, respiratory diseases in-
duced by exposure, fatigue, and related
causes) , a figure which tells something
of the cost of lengthy battle in snow,
damp, and mud, but also reflects the
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high incidence of nonbattle cases in a
veteran unit whose ranks are filled with
troops previously wounded or hospital-
ized—often more than once. The bitter
character of the initial twenty-four
hours of the 2d Division fight to oc-
cupy and hold Krinkelt and Rocherath,
after the march south, is mirrored in the
battle losses taken by the 38th Infantry
in that critical pertod: 389 officers and
men were missing (many of them killed
in action but not so counted since the
Americans subsequently lost the battle-
ground) ; yo wounded were evacuated;
and 11 were counted as killed in action.
In the three days at the twin villages
the g8th Infantry suffered 625 casual-
ties.
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The defense of Krinkelt and Roche-
rath, so successful that by the second day
many officers and men believed that the
sector could be held against all attack,
is a story of determination and skilled
leadership in a veteran command. But
more than that, the American battle here
exemplifies a high order of co-ordination
and co-operation (typed though these
terms have become) between the ground
arms. Although the infantry almost sin-
glehandedly secured the ground and held
it for the first few hours, the main Ger-
man assaults were met and checked by
infantry, tanks, tank destroyers, and ar-
tillery. The men of the 2d Division had
on call and within range ample artillery
support. Communications between the

Gun PositioNn oN ELsENBORN RIDGE
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firing battalions on Elsenborn ridge
and the rifle companies in buildings and
foxholes functioned when needed—
although the losses suffered among the
artillery forward observers were unu-
sually high. Artillery throughout this
fight offered the first line of antitank de-
fense, immobilizing many panzers be-
fore they reached the foxhole line,
leaving them with broken tracks and
sprocket wheels like crippled geese in
front of the hunter. The 155-mm. bat-
teries were best at this work. The
accuracy and weight of the defensive
concentrations laid on from Elsenborn
ridge must also be accounted one of
the main reasons the American infan-
try were not completely overrun during
" the night assaults of the 17th and
18th. One battalion of the 2d Division
artillery (the g8th Field Artillery (fired
more than 5,000 rounds on the 18th.
But men counted as much as weight of
metal. Of the 48 forward observers
working with the 15th Field Artillery
Battalion, g2 were evacuated for wounds
or exposure in six days of battle.
Although an experienced outfit, the
2d Infantry Division made its first fight
against a large force of tanks in the ac-
tion at Krinkelt-Rocherath. In the early
evening of 18 December General Rob-
ertson telephoned his assistant division
commander: “This is a tank battle—if
there are any tank replacements we
could use them as crews are pretty tired.
We could use the tanks mounting a
go-mm. [gun].” Robertson’s wish for an
American tank with adequate armament
to cope with the German Panthers and
Tigers was being echoed and would be
echoed—prayerfully and profanely—
wherever the enemy panzer divisions ap-
peared out of the Ardennes hills and
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forests. What the 2d Division actually
had was a little less than a battalion of
Sherman tanks mounting the standard
75-mm. gun, a tank weapon already
proven unequal to a duel with Panther
or Tiger in head-to-head encounter. It
must be said, however, that the 2d Divi-
sion tank support came from a seasoned
armored outfit—the 741st Tank Battal-
ion—which had landed at OwmAHA
Beach on 6 June and had been almost
constantly in action since. Unable to en-
gage the zr2th SS Panthers and the GHQ
Tigers on equal terms in the open field,
the Shermans were parceled out in and
around the villages in two’s and three’s.
Hidden by walls, houses, and hedgerows,
or making sudden forays into the open,
the American tankers stalked the heav-
ier, better armed panzers, maneuvering
under cover for a clear shot at flank or
tail, or lying quietly in a lane until a Pan-
ther or Tiger crossed the sights.

Since most of the enemy tanks entered
the villages in the dark or in the fog,
the defenders generally fought on dis-
tinctly advantageous terms and at ranges
where—if the heavy frontal protection of
the German tank could be avoided—a kill
was certain. The #741st knocked out an
estimated 27 tanks (nearly all of which
actually were examined) and lost 11
Shermans.? Even disabled tanks, immo-
bilized inside the American lines, contin-
ued to have a hand in the fight. Two
crippled Shermans parked in a Roche-
rath lane accounted for five Tigers which
incautiously came by broadside. On the
second night the German tanks entered
the villages prepared to ferret out the
American armor. Each assault tank was
accompanied by foot soldiers armed with

? The unit was awarded a Presidential Citation.
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bazookas, fires were started to light dark
streets and alleys, and many of the Ger-
mans boldly used their searchlights.
These tactics failed; illumination served
the waiting American tanks as well as
the enemy. German bazooka teams did
succeed in knocking out a pair of Sher-
mans but generally found the American
infantry, dismounted tankers, and tank
destroyer crewmen, waiting to erase the
walking infantry screens.

The American tank destroyers shared
honors with the tanks in this battle, but
as it often happened in the Ardennes
the fight had to be carried by the self-
propelled guns, the towed guns serving
mostly as convenient targets for the
enemy. The 644th Tank Destroyer Bat-
talion (minus one company) employed
its self-propelled g-inch guns with such
effect as to destroy 14 tanks, disable 3,
and knock out 2 German assault guns.
Two guns of the battalion were damaged
beyond recovery. Most of these kills were
made in or near the villages against
enemy tanks which had halted and were
not firing, at ranges from 25 to 1,000
yards. In some instances one round of
high-velocity, armor-piercing ammuni-
tion was sufficient to set a Panther
aflame; generally two or three rounds
with base detonating fuzes were needed
and, as the Sherman tanks had found,
direct hits on the German frontal armor
or mantlet had the unpleasant habit of
glancing off.

The experience of the 8oist Tank
Destroyer Battalion, a towed outfit, was
markedly different. Emplaced close to
the infantry line, its g-inch guns were
brought under intense shelling and
could be moved only at night. During
attack, bogged in mud and unable to
shift firing positions, the towed tank
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destroyers quickly fell prey to direct
fire or infantry assault. Between 17 and
19 December the 8oist lost 17 guns
and 16 half-tracks. Indeed, the greatest
combat value of the towed battalion
came from the mines carried on the
half-tracks (which were used with effect
by adjacent riflemen) and the employ-
ment of the gun crews as infantry. On
the afternoon of 18 December, with
guns and vehicles gone, the bulk of the
battalion was ordered to Elsenborn.
Even so there were a few instances when
the towed guns were able to fight and
make kills under favorable -circum-
stances. One gun from the 8oist had
been placed to cover a straggler line
in the vicinity of Hiinningen and here,
deep inside the American position, sur-
prised and knocked out four Mark IV’s
before it was destroyed.

The infantry antitank weapons em-
ployed in the defense of Krinkelt-Roch-
erath varied considerably in effectiveness.
The 57-mm. battalion antitank guns—
and their crews—simply were tank fod-
der. The mobility of this towed piece,
which had been a feature of the gun on
design boards and in proving ground
tests, failed in the mud at the forward
positions. Only a very lucky shot could
damage a Panther or Tiger, and at the
close of this operation both the 2d and
ggth Divisions recommended the aboli-
tion of the 57-mm. as an infantry anti-
tank gun. The rifle battalions which
were hurried south from Wabhlerscheid
on 17 December had left their mines
in the forest or with the battalion
trains. Even the few antitank mines
on hand could not be put to proper
use during the first night engagement
when stragglers and vehicular columns
were pouring along the same routes the
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WreckED GERMAN Tank SHowiNG “Bazooka PANTS,” a defense against rockets.

enemy armor was using. In the first con-
tact at the crossroads east of Rocherath
the German tanks were halted by a hasty
mine field, but the rifle company made
its most effective use of this defense by
laying mines to protect the rear of the
American position after the tanks had
rolled by. The bazooka in the hands of
the defending infantry proved extremely
useful. During the dark hours, bazooka
teams were able to work close to their
prey under the cover provided by walls,
houses, and hedgerows. But, as in the case
of the tank destroyers, most hits were
scored against tanks which had paused or
been stranded by the detonation of

mines and high-explosive shellfire. In
the various melees at the villages the
German tank crews seldom escaped no
matter what weapon was used against
them. Most crewmen were burned as
the tank blew up or they were cut down
by bullet fire at close range. The =2d
Division, like most veteran divisions,
had armed itself beyond the limits of
approved tables of equipment. Nearly
every rifle platoon, as a result, had at
least two bazookas, so that team play
to distract and then destroy the target
tank was feasible. .

Although fought mostly as a series of
close quarter actions, the infantry bat-
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tle in this sector saw little American
use of the bayonet. Small arms and light
machine guns took over where the
friendly artillery left off, followed by
grenades and rifle butts when the en-
emy closed. The problem of illuminat-
ing the scene of battle was partially
solved by burning buildings and tanks.
Illuminating shells fired by the 6o-mm.
mortars had some local usefulness, but
the precise co-ordination between in-
fantry and artillery required for the
effective use of star shell never was
achieved in this battle.

On 19 December German General
Staff officers from the high headquarters
of WFSt and OB WEST appeared in
the battle zone to peer over the shoulders
of the combat commanders and diagnose
the irritating failure to achieve a com-
plete breakthrough. The conclusions
they reported (which obviously took
no official account of stubborn Ameri-
can resistance) were as follows. The
check sustained in this sector could not
be attributed to intervention by Allied
air, an interesting reflection of the im-
portance which Allied air-ground co-
operation had assumed in German
tactical thought by the end of 1944. The
road net opened by the advance on 16
December had not been put in good re-
pair. This the observers attributed to a
breakdown of the para-military Todt Or-
ganization, whose labor groups were
charged with the mission. Since the
whole concept of the Todt Organiza-
tion reached high into the realm of Nazi
politics and personalities, this open
animadversion is surprising and un-
doubtedly caused some consternation.
The chief source of failure, said the Gen-
eral Staff observers, was the inadequate
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training of the troops who had been
used in the attack. The conclusion
reached as to the future conduct of op-
erations on the Sixth Panzer Army
front was simple enough and in ac-
cordance with established German doc-
trine: more maneuver room must be se-
cured so that the attack could “unfold”;
the entire FElsenborn area, therefore,
must be won and at once. The right
wing must be brought abreast of the
15t 8§ Panzer Division, at this moment
twenty miles to the west of Stoumont.

This new plan, probably only a reflec-
tion of conclusions already reached in
the higher echelons, actually had gone
into effect on 19 December when Ger-
man tanks and infantry made the first
serious attempt to drive northwest from
Biillingen, shoulder the Americans out
of the Butgenbach position, and open
the Biillingen-Malmédy highway.

The Enemy Tries the Western Flank
19—23 December

In Butgenbach, forty-five hundred
yards straight west of the 2d Division
anchor point at Wirtzfeld, the 26th In-
fantry of the 1st Division covered the 2d
Division’s flank and rear. The area be-
tween the two villages was neutralized,
insofar as any enemy operation was con-
cerned, by a large lake and a series of
streams. To build a defense in depth
along the Biillingen-Butgenbach section
of the Malmédy road and secure a
place on high ground, the 2d Battalion
had pushed forward to a ridge near
Dom Butgenbach, a hamlet astride the
highway. When the enemy failed to
follow up his earlier sorties from Biil-
lingen, American patrols scouted on
the 18th in the direction of that village
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and established that it still belonged to
the Germans.

The 26th Infantry held a none too fav-
orable position. It was separated from its
own division and could expect little help
from the ggth, under which it had occu-
pied Butgenbach, or from the ad
Division. Isolated action as a regimental
combat team, however, was not unknown
in the regiment’s history for it had been
so committed in North Africa during the
Kasserine fight and at Barrafranca in
Sicily. Although the lake reservoir gave
some protection on the left flank the
position held by the forward battalion,
the 2d, protruded beyond this cover.
The regimental right flank was bare—
at least no infantry had been brought
in to solidify this section of the line—
and in theory the 26th Infantry was
responsible for the defense of the four
miles to the west between Butgenbach
and the town of Weismes.

Colonel Daniel’s 2d Battalion, sticking
out like a sore thumb ahead of the rest
of the regiment, had arrived from the
north in a depleted state, a condition en-
demic throughout the 26th as a result of
the very heavy losses sustained during the
1st Division attack toward the Roer
River early in December. There, on
the fringe of the Hiirtgen Forest, Com-
panies E and F had been virtually
annihilated, Company G shattered. Now
the 2d Battalion rifle companies were
nine-tenths replacements and num-
bered not more than a hundred men
apiece. All told there were only seven
officers in the battalion who had been
on the roster at the beginning of
December. Two of the heavy ma-
chine gun platoons were manned by
inexperienced gunners. There was a
shortage of BAR’s and grenade
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launchers. Fortunately, however, the 2d
Battalion had been given ample time to
prepare for defense. The rifle platoons
had dug deep, covering the holes with
logs and sandbags; wire was in to the
33d Field Artillery Battalion, emplaced
to give support; and the artillery observ-
ers were dug in well forward.

During the night of 18-19 December
the I SS Panzer Corps gathered in Biillin-
gen the advance striking force designed
for the attack against Butgenbach. It
appears too that the forward command
post of the r2th S$S Panzer Division
opened in Biillingen to direct the coming
fight. At least one battalion of the 25th
SS Panzer Grenadier Regiment had
arrived, plus a few tanks. The bulk of the
division kampfgruppe which had fought
at the twin villages was coming up by
way of Losheimergraben. The tanks had
an especially hard time on the road,
which had been reduced to a river of
mud (German officers later reported
tanks along the route which had churned
down nearly to their decks) . In addition
to the advance detachment and recon-
naissance units of the 72th §S Panzer Di-
vision, the Biillingen force was swelled
during the night by the 27th Fuesilier
Regiment and r12th Fuesilier Batialion,
both of the 12th Volks Grenadier Divi-
sion, but the ranks of the latter units had
been severely reduced during the fight
for Losheimergraben.

About o225 on the 1gth some twenty
truckloads of German infantry dismount-
ed just west of Biillingen, deployed be-
hind a dozen tanks, and moved against
the 2d Battalion. The ggd Field Artillery
Battalion opened up at once with illu-
minating shell, then poured in white
phosphorus and high explosive. Some of
the enemy tanks mired down before they
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could reach the American line; others
were discouraged by bazooka and battal-
ion antitank gunfire. Three tanks, how-
ever, kept on along the road leading into
Dom Butgenbach until the 155-mm.
howitzers of the sth Field Artillery Bat-
talion began to lob HE uncomfortably
close. Possibly crippled by concussion,
the tanks were abandoned but the crews
got away.

The next German attack, at 1010, con-
sisted of attempts in company strength to
find weak points in the 1,800-yard line
occupied by the 2d Battalion. One of
these, against Company G, was broken
up by shells fired in by four battalions of
field artillery. A Panther and an armored
scout car got through. Then a 57-mm.
antitank gun crew crippled both, but the
scout car got off one round that killed the
crew, Cpl. Hale Williams and Pvt. Rich-
ard Wollenberg. However, the armored
threat was ended at this point. On the
cast flank two of the battalion’s antitank
guns got the two leading tanks, and ma-
chine gun and mortar fire drove off the
accompanying infantry. This action
ended the first German attempt at crack-
ing the Butgenbach block. The next
would wait upon the assembly of the
troops and vehicles slowly gathering at
Biillingen, where the 11 SS Panzer Corps
had taken over direction of the battle.

On 18 and 19 December the 3d Para-
chute Division, which had been follow-
ing in the wake of the rst SS Panzer
Division westward, began to concentrate
south of Weismes. It may be that the 3d
Parachute Division thus far had received
no orders as to the projected widening
of the Sixth Panzer Army corridor of ad-
vance and was content with holding a
blocking position along the German
flank as originally planned. As it was,
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American reinforcements arrived in the
Weismes area on 19 December before the -
enemy struck.

The 16th Infantry (Col. Frederick W.
Gibb) was the second regimental combat
team of the 1st Division to take its place
in the barrier being erected on the north-
ern shoulder of the expanding German
salient. The 2d Battalion, leading the
south-moving column, was well set in
Weismes when, in the late afternoon of
19 December, the 3d Parachute Division
commenced desultory jabs at the village.
At the same time the balance of the 16th
Infantry detrucked and swelled out the
Weismes front, making contact to the
west with troops of the veteran goth In-
fantry Division which had just come into
the Malmédy sector. By the evening of
19 December, then, the 1st Infantry Di-
vision had neighbors on either flank and
its 26th Infantry, although still out in
front, could concentrate on the enemy
force building up at Biillingen.

During the night of 19—20 December
the advance kampfgruppe of the r2th
SS Panzer Division and the bulk of one
regiment from the r2th Volks Grenadier
Division completed their assembly.
About o6oo twenty German tanks and a
rifle battalion converged on Dom But-
genbach in the early morning fog and
mist from south and east. The front lit
up as the American mortars and artil-
lery shot illuminating shell over the
roads leading to the village. Concen-
tration after concentration then plunged
down, three battalions of field artillery
and a go-mm. battery of antiaircraft
artillery firing as fast as the pieces
could be worked. The enemy infantry,
punished by this fire and the stream
of bullets from the American foxhole
line, wavered but a handful of tanks
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rolled off the roads and into Dom
Butgenbach. (They had shot down three
bazooka teams and a Company H ma-
chine gun section.) Here, in the dark,
battalion antitank guns placed to defend
the 2d Battalion command post went to
work firing point-blank at the exhaust
flashes as the German vehicles passed.
Two enemy tanks were holed and the
rest fled the village, although the anti-
tank gun crews suffered at the hands of
the German bazooka teams that had fil-
tered in with the tanks.

A second try came just before dawn,
this time straight down the road from
Biillingen. Ten German tanks in single
file were sighted as they came over a
slight ridge to the front of Company F.
-Two tank destroyers and three antitank
guns drove the tanks off or at least
caused them to turn west in search of a
weaker spot in the 2d Battalion defenses.
In the next thrust a platoon of Company
G was badly cut up before friendly artil-
lery finally checked the attack. Fifteen
minutes later, apparently still seeking a
hole, the Germans hit Company E, next
in line to the west. The 6o-mm. mortars
illuminated the ground in front of the
company at just the right moment and
two of three tanks heading the assault
were knocked out by bazooka and pj5-
mm. fire from the flank. The third tank
commander stuck his head out of the
escape hatch to take a look around and
was promptly pistoled by an American
corporal.t® By this time shellfire had scat-
tered the German infantry. Nor did the

*This was Cpl. Henry F. Warner, one of the
57-mm. antitank gunners. He fought the Ger-
man tanks for two days, often by himself, and
destroyed three panzers, but finally was killed
by a machine gun burst from one of the panzers
he was stalking. Warner was awarded the Medal
of Honor.
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enemy make another try until dusk, and
then only with combat patrols.

The hardest blows dealt the 2d Bat-
talion defenders at Dom Butgenbach
came on 21 December. After repeated
pleas from the r2th SS Panzer the guns
and Werfers which had been used at
Krinkelt-Rocherath were committed, and
the entire 25th Panzer Grenadier Regi-
ment was also made available, as well as
one battalion or more of the r2th SS
Panzer Regiment. About three hours be-
fore dawn guns, mortars, tanks, and
Werfers began pounding the American
foxhole line, which was outlined by a
double row of trees, and the few houses
in Dom Butgenbach. This fire continued
unremittingly until the first light in the
east, inflicting many casualties, destroy-
ing weapons by direct hits, and tearing
large gaps in the main line of resistance.
American counterbattery fire was intense
but failed to still the enemy shelling.
Now, as the Germans crossed the fields
in assault formation, the American for- -
ward observers called for a defensive bar-
rage to box their own front lines. At
least ten field artillery battalions ulti-
mately joined the fight (for this batteries
of the 2d and ggth Divisions were tied
into the 1st Division fire control system)
and succeeded in discouraging the Ger-
man infantry.

Some panzers and assault guns did
make their way through the storm of ex-
ploding shells and against the 2d Battal-
ion right. During the previous night two
platoons of the regimental antitank com-
pany had taken station here right on the
foxhole line and surprised the panzers
with fire at no more than 100 yards.
Two or three kills were inflicted by the
1st Platoon, but other tanks quickly shot
down the p7-mm. crews and then over-
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ran the guns of the 2d Platoon.!* At this
segment of the 2d Battalion main line of
resistance the foxhole line followed a
long hedgerow. Having broken through
and destroyed the American antitank
guns, the German tankers drove along
the hedgerows searching out the auto-
matic weapons which earlier had helped
check the infantry assault. Undefended
against moving steel, the BAR and ma-
chine gun crews were wiped out.

Through this gaping hole on the 2d
Battalion right more tanks appeared as
the morning progressed and moved down
the slope toward Dom Butgenbach. A
self-propelled tank destroyer belonging
to the 634th Tank Destroyer Battalion
accounted for seven tanks in succession
as these, in column, hove in sight over
the ridge line. Two Sherman tanks, ly-
ing close to a barn, got two of the Ger-
mans before they, in turn, were knocked
out. Three of the enemy reached the
cluster of buildings and fired point-
blank into the houses and barns Colo-
nel Daniel and the 2d Battalion com-
mand post group were defending. Every
device was used to reach the tanks but
with no success until, finding it warm,
two made a break for the open and
were stopped by a section of go-mm.
tank destroyers which had just come
up. The last tank was flushed out
from behind a barn by 81-mm. mortar
fire but got away.

The battalion mortars had played an
important role all along the line (one
section firing 750 rounds before its posi-
tion was blasted by close-range tank fire) ,
and so had every American weapon that
could be brought to bear. But in late
afternoon, when the German assault was

Sgt. 1. R. Schwartz received the DSC for gal-
lantry in this action,
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dwindling, the 2d Battalion commander
paid the infantryman’s heartfelt compli-
ment to the guns. “The artillery did a
great job. I don’'t know where they got
the ammo or when they took time out to
flush the guns but we wouldn’t be here
now if it wasn't for them. . . . A hun-
dred [Germans} . . . came at one platoon
and not one of them got through.” ?
The regimental cannon company, the 1st
Division Artillery, the 406th Field Artil-
lery Group, and reinforcing batteries
from the 2d and ggth Divisions fired over
ten thousand rounds in support of the
Dom Butgenbach defenders during an
eight-hour shoot on the 21st, plastering
enemy assembly areas and the road net
and plowing up the fields across which
the German attack came. For one period
of three hours all communication be-
tween the hard-pressed rifle battalion
and the artillery broke under German
fire, but the American shells continued
to arrive with devastating effect. A patrol
sent into the woods from which had come
the final assault against the riddled bat-
talion flank reported a count of three
hundred dead enemy infantry—the rea-
son, perhaps, why the tanks that pene-
trated to the 2d Battalion command post
came alone. At any rate the rath Volks
Grenadier Division had had enough.
The division commander told his supe-
riors that no more attacks could be made
unless a promised assault gun battalion
arrived to ramrod the infantry. The total
German casualty list must have been
high, and after these three days of battle
heavy inroads had been made in the tank
strength of the r2th SS Panzer Regi-
ment.

The

2d Battalion, understrength

12 Colonel Daniel himself received the DSC.
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when it arrived to face the Germans, had
been reduced by perhaps one quarter.
Indeed, in midafternoon of the 21st, the
battalion commander had planned with-
drawing a thousand yards to the rear to
compensate for the dwindling strength in
the firing line. But when the 2d reorgan-
ized that evening its position was some-
what strengthened. Company C, with
extra bazookas, had come up to man the
denuded right flank, the 1st Engineer
Combat Battalion laid a hasty field of
about a thousand mines in front of the
lines, and the regiment had attached the
4.2-inch mortars of the 2d Division
chemical - battalion to Daniel’s com-
mand.

Meanwhile the enemy regrouped to
continue the attack with new forces. The
armored infantry reserve of the 72th SS
Panzer Division, the 26th Panzer Grena-
dier Regiment, finally had negotiated the
poor roads and traffic jams along the Ger-
man line of communications and arrived
in Biillingen, ready for its first commit-
ment in the offensive. Shortly after day
broke on 22 December patrols from the
26th commenced to probe at the 2d Bat-
talion lines. The fresh enemy regiment,
however, set out to vary the unsuccessful
headlong tactics previously employed by
striking at the flanks of the Dom Butgen-
bach position. The first assault, shortly
before 1000, carried an undetermined
number of panzer grenadiers through a
gap between Companies A and K, on the
right of the 2d Battalion. Here there
were about twenty Mark V’s and tank
destroyers, but the go-mm. tank de-
stroyers from the 61gth Tank Destroyer
Battalion rushed in on the flank and
stopped the enemy. The continued
threat, though serious, was countered
by shifting local reserves from the
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18th and 26th to close the gap, and by
the end of the day the situation was well °
in hand. Again the American gunners
had taken over a large share of the
burden, firing over goo missions. The
co-operation between the artillery and
infantry arms, it must be said, was re-
ciprocal. The fact that the 26th Infantry
had continued to hold its position on
ground overlooking the German routes
west had allowed the observers a grand-
stand seat and had caused the German
columns taking the rst SS Panzer Divi-
sion detour through Schoppen to run a
gantlet of accurate and continuous fire.

The successful withdrawal from the
Krinkelt-Rocherath sector to the more
favorable terrain of the Elsenborn ridge
had resulted, by 20 December, in a fairly
homogeneous and well-constructed de-
fense with the 2d Division on the right
and the ggth Division on the left. On the
morning of this same day the gth Infan-
try Division took over the Monschau-
Hofen sector (its 47th Infantry had
moved earlier into supporting position
west of these two towns) and so covered
the northern flank of the ggth.

The German attempt to crack the
newly formed north-south line was han-
dled in catch-as-catch-can and piecemeal
fashion, for the primary mission was the
flanking maneuver in the Butgenbach
area. The 3d Panzer Grenadier Division,
which had relieved the r2th SS Panzer
Division at the twin villages, went to
work at once against the ggth Division
portion of the Elsenborn line although
the bulk of its rifle strength was not yet
in hand. On the morning of 20 Decem-
ber German tanks and infantry made
the first of three assaults. But the ggth,
on a forward slope with perfect visibility
and good fields of fire, checked this and
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the subsequent attempts with heavy
losses to the attacker. On the following
day, the 3d Panzer Grenadier was caught
by artillety fire just as its assault waves
were forming. Confused and disorgan-
ized, the German infantry were unable
to make another bid.

" Farther north, on 22 December, the
277th Volks Grenadier Division returned
to the fray after licking the wounds it
had suffered at Krinkelt-Rocherath and
adding some companies of the 29tk Pan-
zer Grenadier Regiment (3d Panzer
Grenadier Division). Early in the morn-
ing two companies from the 277tk made
a sharp attack to gain the high ground
east of Kalterherberg occupied by the
ggth Reconnaissance Troop. No friendly
artillery was ranged in and the German
infantry marched through a mine field,
crossed a stream under direct bullet fire,
and drove through the extended cavalry
line. Two of the cavalry platoons were
encircled and the attack carried for a
thousand yards before Company E of the
47th Infantry and the remaining troop-
ers were able to halt it. Apparently
intent on driving as deeply to the Amer-
ican rear as possible, the grenadiers gave
the encircled platoons a breathing spell
and with nightfall the Americans suc-
ceeded in escaping. The fight spread to
the ggth Infantry during the afternoon
when small groups of the enemy began
to infiltrate. Reinforcements brought
forward under a smoke screen nourished
the German assault, which by nightfall
had won a foothold inside the American
main line of resistance.!?

*During the German assault Sgt. Peter J. Dales-
sandro of Company E saved his company from
complete rout by a last-ditch stand with grenades
and an abandoned machine gun. When he could
hold no longer, the sergeant called for a moriar
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During the night of 22 December an
artillery bombardment prepared the way
for German infiltration elsewhere on the
gth Division front. But when day broke
the Americans drove the enemy back
after a series of short fire fights and re-
stored the line in its entirety. The 277th
Volks Grenadier Division no longer
possessed the strength to make a real
effort against the north wing of the
Elsenborn line. The 326th Volks Gren-
adier Division, its northern neighbor,
had given no hand in this fight—not
surprising in view of the punishment
taken at Hofen and Monschau. Both
divisions now fell out of the drive to
widen the way west. The surest signal
of the failure on the right wing of the
Sixth Panzer Army was the ignominious
end of the attack in the Butgenbach sec-
tor, On the morning of 23 December the
18th Infantry barred the gap which had
opened the day before on the right of
the 26th Infantry—and the r2th SS Pan-
zer Division threw in the sponge.

Maj. Gen. Leonard T. Gerow’s V
Corps now had four infantry divisions,
the gth, ggth, 2d, and 1st, standing firmly
on well-organized ground from Mon-
schau to Weismes. The barrier so pre-
sented would restrict and straitjacket the
northern shoulder of the German salient,

at this moment still expanding to the

west. The question remained as to
whether, at a later date, the Sixth Pan-
zer Army would or could shake this
shoulder free. As it stood, the 1st and gth
Divisions were given time to concentrate
and regroup their hastily committed reg-
iments, while the 2d and ggth set about
the business of acquiring replacements
for lost men and weapons, gaining a

barrage right on his own position. He was awarded
the Medal of Honor.
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breather after days of savage and costly
conflict. On the enemy side the LXVII
Corps took over control of the line Mon-
schau-Weismes with the 3d Panzer Gren-
adier, 12th Volks Grenadier, 3d Para-
chute, 277th, and 326th.*

The American troops who had
jammed the right shoulder of the Sixth
Panzer Army knew they had made a fight
of it. They could hardly know that they
had knocked a part of Hitler’s personal
operations plan into a cocked hat. The
elite SS panzer formations on which the

*See below, pp. 579-80.
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Fuehrer so relied would continue to play
a major role in the Ardennes counter-
offensive but no longer would be charged
with the main effort; this had passed on
20 December to Manteuffel and the
Fifth Panzer Army.*> And if, as Manteuf-
fel later suggested, the Fuehrer wanted
to see an SS and a regular panzer army
competing, it could be said that he had
his answer.

5 This decision was made about noon on the
2oth, probably by Model supported by Rundstedt,
but this is not certain. OB WEST KTB, 20 Dec
44



CHAPTER VII

Breakthrough at

Introductory Note

The story of the ro6th Infantry Divi-
sion and the attached r4th Cavalry
Group is tragic. It is also highly contro-
versial. Since the major part of the
division was eliminated from combined
operations with other American forces
on the second day of the German coun-
teroffensive, information from contem-
porary records is scanty and, as
to particulars, often completely lacking.
The historian, as a result, must tread
warily through the maze of recrimina-
tion and highly personalized recollection
which surrounds this story. It should not
be concluded that reminiscence by those
caught up in this disaster is consciously
tendentious. But the officers and men of
the ro6th Division who so narrowly es-
caped the German trap or who spent
months in German prisons would be less
than human if they did not seek to dis-
cover the cause of this debacle in either
human error or frailty. Since the author
has been forced to depend in so great
degree on the human memory, unaided
or unchallenged by the written record,
the scholar’s old rule “one witness, no
witness” has been generally applied.
Even so, some relaxation of the rule is
necessary if a sustained and sequential
narrative is to be presented. Fortunately,
the picture as seen from the German side
of the Schnee Eifel is fairly complete

the Schnee Eifel

and can be applied as a corrective in
most of the major areas of controversy
and contradiction.*

* The records and reports of the 106th Division
and the 424th Infantry are intact although rather
scanty in content. The records of the 422d and
423d were destroyed before the capture of these
regiments, but the Historical Division, ETO, did
interview a large number of officers and men from
these regiments when they were released from
German prisons. First Army conducted Inspector
General investigations of the actions of the 106th
Division, the 820th Tank Destroyer Battalion, the
106th Reconnaissance Troop, and the 14th Cavalry
Group. Most of the records of the 14th Cavalry
Group were destroyed but the commanding offi-
cer, Col. Mark Devine, provided the author with
some personal papers. The VIII Corps after ac-
tion report and G-2 and G-g journals are very
useful for the relations between corps and division.
Participants in this battle made special reports
for the Advanced Infantry Officers Course No. 1
(Maj. William P. Moon, Maj. J. C. Hollinger,
and Capt. Alan W. Jones, Jr.) See also, the 275th
Armored Field Artillery Battalion journal and
S-2 report. Col. R. Ernest Dupuy has written a
very good semiofficial history entitled, St. Vith:
Lion in the Way, the 106th Infantry Division in
World War II (Washington: Infantry Journal
Press, 1949). Dupuys work has been heavily
drawn on, but the reader will find several points
at which Dupuy and the present account differ.
The German manuscripts are very detailed and
useful; see particularly MSS # B-o26, Effects of
Ardennes Offensive on Army Group G (SS Gen-
eraloberst Waffen-SS Paul Hauser); B-688 (incor-
porating B-—734), 18th Volks Grenadier Division, 1
September 1944-25 January 1945 (Lt. Col. Dietrich
Moll); A-g924 (Kraemer); B-333, LXVI Corps,
October—23 December 1944 (General der Artillerie
Walter Lucht).
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Dispositions of the
106th Infantry Division

From the Eifel plateau protrude three
distinct ridges or ranges, the central be-
ing called the Schnee Eifel. This middle
ridge, so important in the action that
developed in the 106th Division sector,
inclines northeast-southwest. At the west-
ern foot of the Schnee Eifel there runs a
long narrow valley incised in the high
plain, the so-called Losheim Gap. On the
western side of the gap the Our River
meanders along, and beyond the river to
the west the plateau appears once more
in heavily wooded form. The Losheim
Gap is no pleasant, pastoral valley but is
cluttered by abrupt hills, some bare,
-others covered by fir trees and thick
undergrowth. Most of the little villages
here are found in the draws and potholes
which further scoop out the main valley.
The Losheim Gap was occupied on 16
December by a reinforced squadron of
the 14th Cavalry Group. (Map III)

The fate of the 106th Infantry Divi-
sion and the 14th Cavalry Group was
bound together on that day by official
orders attaching the cavalry to the infan-
try, by circumstances of terrain, and by
the German plan of attack. To the
left of the cavalry group ran the bound-
ary between the VIII Corps and V
Corps, its northern neighbor being the
99th Infantry Division. To the right
of the 106th lay the 28th Division, con-
stituting the center of General Middle-
ton’s corps. The 106th itself occupied the
central and southern sections of the
heavily forested Schnee Eifel.

American successes some weeks earlier
had driven the enemy from a part of the
West Wall positions along the Schnee
Eifel, creating a salient which jutted

137

deep into the German lines. Although
such a salient was exposed, the possession
of at least a wedge in the West Wall
seemed to compensate for the risk in-
volved. It should be noticed that the
Schnee Eifel range is terminated in the
south by a cross corridor, running against
the usual north to south grain of the
Eifel plateau. This is the valley of the
Alf, a small creek which makes a long
horse-shoe bend around the Schnee Eifel
east to the village of Pronsfeld.

Three main roads run through this
area. From the crossroads village of Hall-
schlag the northernmost descends into
the Our valley, crossing and recrossing
the river until it reaches St. Vith. The
center road, secondary in construction,
traverses the Losheim Gap from Roth
southwestward. The southernmost road
follows the valley of the Alf from Priim,
but eventually turns through Winter-
spelt toward the northwest and St. Vith.
Thus two main roads, of macadam con-
struction and some twenty-two feet wide, -
ran through the American positions
directly to St. Vith. These roads were
characteristic of the eastern Ardennes,
winding, with many blind turns,
squeezing through narrow village streets,
dipping abruptly, and rising suddenly
across the ravines. But each of the roads
to St. Vith circles around the Schnee
Eifel at one of its termini.

The width of the sector held by the
106th Infantry Division and the attached
14th Cavalry Group was approximately
eighteen air-line miles. When traced on
the ground, the line these forces were
responsible for defending was actually
more than twenty-one miles in length.
The 14th Cavalry -Group (Col. Mark
Devine) was charged with a g,000-yard
front in the 106th Division sector along
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the line Lanzerath-Krewinkel-Roth-
Kobscheid. This disposition placed the
cavalry to the north of the Schnee Eifel
and across the northeastern entrance to
the Losheim Gap. The section of the
West Wall which barred egress from the
gap lay beyond the cavalry positions.

The dispositions of the 106th Infantry
Division (Maj. Gen. Alan W. Jones)
followed an irregular line which in gen-
eral trended from northeast to southwest.
The 422d Infantry (Col. George L.
Descheneaux, Jr.) occupied the forward
positions of the West Wall on the crest
and western slopes of the midsection of
the Schnee Eifel. This regiment and the
cavalry, therefore, combined as defend-
ers of a salient protruding beyond the
neighbors to the north and south. The
line occupied by the 423d Infantry (Col.
Charles C. Cavender) continued briefly
on the Schnee Eifel, then as this range
dropped away swung back into the west-
ern portion of the Alf valley. Thence
followed a gap screened by the division
reconnaissance troop. The 424th Infan-
try (Col. Alexander D. Reid) continued
the bend to the west at Grosslangenfeld
ahd joined the 28th Infantry Division,
at least by periodic patrols, north of
Liitzkampen.

On 19 October the 18th Cavalry Re-
connaissance Squadron had taken over
the positions in the Losheim Gap from
another cavalry squadron attached to the
2d Infantry Division with instructions to
occupy the infantry positions then exist-
ing. The 14th Cavalry Group took over
the sector on 11 December, using the
18th and a company of g-inch towed
tank destroyers much as they had been
deployed”earlier. The ground occupied
by the cavalry was relatively flat here at
the mouth of the gap, although broken
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by streams and knotted by hills as is
common on the Ardennes pldateau. In
contrast to the ridge lines the floor of the
gap had a few trees. The infantry posi-
tions inherited by the cavalry were in
the little villages, most of which had
been built in depressions offering some
protection against the raw winds which
sweep the Ardennes. There were eight
garrison points; a homogeneous defense
line, of course, was out of the question.
In addition, there existed substantial
gaps on both flanks of the cavalry. In
the north the gap between the 14th
Cavalry Group and the ggth Infantry
Division was approximately two miles
across. A small party from the attached
tank destroyer outfit (Company A,
820th Tank Destroyer Battalion)
patrolled this opening at two-hour inter-
vals in conjunction with an I and R Pla-
toon from the ggth Division. There was
an unoccupied strip between the right
of the cavalry and the left of the 422d In-
fantry about one and a half miles across;
the responsibility for patrolling here was
given to the infantry.

At best the cavalry positions could only
be described as small islands of resist-
ance, manned wusually in platoon
strength and depending on automatic
weapons dismounted from the cavalry
vehicles or on the towed g-inch guns
of the tank destroyer company. Some
barbed wire had been strung around
the garrison villages. Mine fields, both
German and American, were known to
be in the area, but neither the 14th
Cavalry Group nor the 2d Infantry
Division before it could chart their
location. On 14 December Colonel De-
vine had asked corps for engineers and
more mines.

Contrary to the doctrine and training
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of mechanized cavalry, the 14th Cavalry
Group was committed to a positional
defense. Since the cavalry squadron
does not have the staying power for
defense in depth, and since the width of
this front made an interlocking linear
defense impossible, the 14th—if hit hard
—was at best capable only of delaying
action. Lacking the freedom of maneuver
usually accorded cavalry, the 14th Cav-
alry Group would have little hope of
winning time by counterattack. The g2d
Cavalry Reconnaissance Squadron, re-
fitting near Vielsalm, Belgium, was avail-
able on short notice to reinforce the rest
of the cavalry group; its officers had
reconnoitered forward positions and
telephone wire had been laid in at a few
“points. There seems to have been no
specific plan for the employment of the
32d Squadron. Colonel Devine and his
staff, during the few days available, had
worked out a general defensive plan
giving specific routes of withdrawal and
successive defense lines. Apparently this
plan was finished on the night of 15 De-
cember but was never circulated.

The staff of the cavalry group was
evidently familiar with the defensive
plan worked out earlier by the 2d Divi-
sion which, in the Losheim area, called
for an initial withdrawal to the Mander-
feld ridge and an American counter-
attack by forces taken from the Schnee
Eifel. During the brief attachment of the
14th Cavalry Group to the 106th Divi-
sion no comparable plan to support the
forces on the low ground in the gap by
withdrawing troops from the more
readily defended line on the Schnee
Eifel was ever issued, although Colonel
Devine had made several trips to the
106th on this matter. The 2d Division
also had an artillery plan which provided
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for approximately 200 prearranged con-
centrations to be fired on call in the gap.
There is no evidence that this plan was
taken over by the 106th Division artil-
lery (which would have had to shift its
battalions) , but the cavalry did have one
battalion of 1o05-mm. howitzers, the
275th Armored (Lt. Col. Roy Udell
Clay), in support about two and a half
miles west of Manderfeld.

Much of the subsequent story of events
in the Losheim Gap and the Schnee
Eifel turns on the relations between the
106th Division and the 14th Cavalry
Group. The brief span of their acquaint-
ance is therefore pertinent. On 20 Octo-
ber the 106th Division shipped from the
United States. On 11 December it as-
sumed its first combat role, taking over
the quiet sector on the left of the VIII
Corps where the veteran 2d Infantry
Division had been resting. The relief
was completed a day later. The 18th
Cavalry Squadron had been in the gap
positions since 19 October, less B Troop
which was deployed on the south flank
of the 2d Division and which remained
in that area when the 106th arrived. Gen-
eral Robertson, the 2d Division com-
mander, had long regarded the single
cavalry squadron as insufficient to cover
the Losheim Gap and had centered his
sole divisional reserve, a reinforced in-
fantry battalion, in the vicinity of Auw
so as to support either the cavalry or
infantry. Robertson’s recommendations
finally were noticed and on 11 December
the 106th Division had attached to it a
full cavalry reconnaissance group instead
of only the one squadron. But time to
organize the defense of the individual
sectors of the 106th Division, much less
to co-ordinate over-all defensive plans
and preparations, was short.
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The 106th Infantry Division had been
activated in March 1948. Early in 1944
the division took part in the Tennessee
maneuvers, but its training program (as
in the case of many new divisions) was
more or less vitiated when some 60 per-
cent of the enlisted strength was drained
off to meet the heavy demands for
trained infantry before and after D-day.
When the 106th Division relieved the 2d
Division on 11-12 December, freeing
the latter for use in the proposed V
Corps attack to seize the Roer River
dams, it moved into well-prepared posi-
tions and a fairly quiet front. The
veteran 2d Division had protected its
front-line units against the bitter Ar-
dennes weather with log dugouts for the
rifle and weapon squads. Stoves were in
the squad huts and the kitchen ranges
were up front in covered dugouts. Heavy
weapons were exchanged, the 106th
taking over the .50-caliber machine guns,
mortars, and other weapons where they
had been emplaced in order to conceal
the relief from the enemy. The extensive
communications net prepared by the 2d
Division, with wire to almost every squad
and outpost, was left to the 106th, but
unlike its predecessor the 106th had few
sound-powered telephones.

Before his departure the 2d Division
commander handed over his defensive
scheme and briefed the incoming com-
mander and staff. Because General
Robertson had looked upon the Losheim
- Gap as particularly sensitive, the 2d Di-
- vision defensive and counterattack plans
laid special emphasis on support for
troops in that sector. In brief, the 2d
Division planned to pull the forces in
the gap back to the Manderfeld ridge
while the two regimental combat teams
on the Schnee Eifel would withdraw
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west to a shortened line along the Auw-
Bleialf ridge road, thus freeing one
combat team for counterattack in the
north. Local counterattack plans pre-
pared by regiments and battalions like-
wise were handed over. From 12 through
15 December the 106th Division com-
mander and staff reconnoitered the new
area; then, after a conference with the
VIII Corps commander, they began
study on detailed recommendations for
a more adequate defense. These were
never completed or submitted although
General Jones did make oral requests to
alter his deployment.

In the circumstances then existing,
adequate measures to cope with the
problem of such an extended front
would have required one of two things:
substantial reinforcement or withdrawal
to a shorter line. Some five weeks earlier
General Middleton had acted to reduce
the Schnee Eifel salient by withdrawing
the 23d Infantry (2d Division) from its
forward positions in the West Wall. It
was into this new westward sector on the
right flank of the salient that the 424th
Infantry moved—even so, the regiment
took over a front of nearly six miles.
Middleton was under compulsion from
higher headquarters to retain the Schnee
Eifel salient and the existing dispositions
of the two regiments therein. There
were plans afoot for an attack toward
Bonn, as part of the forthcoming Allied
offensive, and the gap in the West Wall
represented by this salient would be ex-
tremely useful in any sortie against
Bonn.

Besides the 14th Cavalry Group the
106th Division possessed the conven-
tional attached units: a tank destroyer
battalion (the 820th) and an antiair-
craft battalion (the 634th Automatic
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Weapons) . In addition to the 275th Ar-
mored Field Artillery Battalion, sup-
porting the cavalry, eight battalions of
corps artillery were in position to rein-
force the 106th Division artillery by fire
when called.! These battalions repre-
sented the bulk of the VIII Corps
artillery.

The road net within the division area
and to its front was limited and in poor
condition, but this was an endemic con-
dition in the Ardennes, particularly dur-
ing winter months. The macadam
stretches required constant mending
and the dirt roads quickly sank away
where not shored up with logs and
stone. But though transit by heavy vehic-
ular columns was difficult it was by no
‘means impossible—as the event proved.
Four avenues of penetration were open
to a road-bound enemy. All four would
be used. Following from north to south,
they were: (1) Hallschlag, southwest
through Manderfeld (the 14th Cavalry
Group command post) and Schénberg
(at this point crossing the Our River),
thence to St. Vith; (2) a secondary road
from Roth, west through Auw, then to
Schénberg or Bleialf; (3) Priim (a large
German communications center) north-
west to Bleialf and on to Schénberg; (4)
Pronsfeld, directly northwest through
Habscheid and Winterspelt to the Our
River bridges at Steinebriick, then on to
St. Vith. These roads, following the
natural channels around and west of the
Schnee Eifel, extend across the Our
River by way of bridges at Andler,
Schonberg, and Steinebriick, St Vith is
the funnel through which the roads
coming from the Our pass to the west.

The degree to which the green 106th

*These were the 770th, g65th, 333d, 771st, 559th,
561st, 578th, and 740th Field Artillery Battalions.
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Division had been acclimatized to its new
surroundings by the morning of 16 De-
cember is impossible to determine. The
arduous truck journey across France and
Belgium, through bitter cold and cling-
ing damp, must have been dispiriting to
untried troops. The front-line shelters in
which the veterans of the 2d Infantry
Division had made themselves relatively
comfortable probably did little more
than take the raw edge off the miserable
weather prevalent when the 106th
marched to the bunkers, foxholes, and
dugouts. By 15 December a number of
trench foot cases already had occurred,
particularly in the 422d Infantry, which
had been the last regiment to draw over-
shoes.

The extent to which the division was
armed to defend itself is also a matter
of debate. All units had the normal basic
load of ammunition on hand, although
there seems to have been a shortage of
carbine and bazooka rounds. The near-
est ammunition supply point was at -
Noville, over forty miles southwest of
St. Vith, making resupply slow and diffi-
cult. Jones had requested antitank mines
but these were not delivered in time. A
thin, linear defense such as that inherited
in the Schnee Eifel required an extraor-
dinary number of automatic weapons.
Although by this time the veteran ETO
divisions were carrying BAR’s and light
machine guns far in excess of authorized
allowances, the 106th Division possessed
only the regulation number and type of
issue weapons—fewer than were needed
to organize a twenty-one mile front. On
the whole, however, the 106th seems to
have entered the line with a high state
of morale; had it not exchanged the
tedium of training and “‘show-down” in-
spections for the excitement of an active
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theater of operations where victory was
always the American portion?

Enemy Preparations for Another
Cannae

Late in November 1944 General
Lucht, commander of the LXVI Corps
was called to the headquarters of the
Fifth Panzer Army. Here Manteuffel
told him of the coming offensive in the
Ardennes and said that his corps would
form the army right wing. The corps’
mission, in brief, would be to bypass the
Schnee Eifel on either side, seize the
road net at St. Vith, and thrust in
columnar formation to and across the
Meuse River. Lucht would be given only
two infantry divisions, one of which, the
18th Volks Grenadier Division, was
holding the section of the West Wall
along the northern reaches of the Schnee
Eifel. The second division, unnamed,
would not be designated or available
until shortly before the attack. The
LXVI Corps commander apparently
was not unduly concerned by the lack
of weight allotted; after all, the main
army effort turned on its two panzer
corps. But like all veteran German
field commanders on the Western
Front, Lucht was vitally concerned with
the problem of air support. The first
question he put to Manteuffel phrased
this concern. Manteuffel parried with
the stock answer: OKW had promised
adequate air support; but in any case it
was hoped that bad flying weather during
December would drastically curtail the
enemy effectiveness in the air.

About 1 December the commander of
the 18th Volks Grenadier Division,
Generalmajor Hoffmann-Schénborn, was
let in on the closely guarded secret, join-
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ing Lucht and his chief of staff at the
planning table. The Luftwaffe could
furnish no terrain photos, but detailed
maps and terrain appreciations for this
area were on file. The final terrain esti-
mate concluded that the sector north of
the Schnee Eifel offered fewer natural
obstacles than that to the south. Further-
more, the Losheim Gap appeared to have
the weakest defending force. The Our
River was an obstacle, but known cross-
ing sites existed at Andler, Schénberg,
and Steinebriick. St. Vith was nearly
equidistant from the planned attack
positions north or south of the Schnee
Eifel, twelve to fourteen straight-line
miles.

The final plan of maneuver, largely
dictated by Manteuffel, made the 18th
Volks Grenadier Division responsible for
a concentric attack moving north and
south of the Schnee Eifel. The division
would place its strongest kampfgruppe
in the north, however, and make the
main corps effort there. Lucht reasoned
that the 18th knew the ground and
would make the quickest progress; but
he also wished to retain close control
over the drive when it reached St. Vith,
and such control could best be exercised
by a single command. Furthermore the
second division would have no time to
learn the ground and, set to make a
single envelopment in the southern part
of the corps sector, would face extensive
field fortifications on broken, wooded
terrain. The fact that Lucht did not ex-
pect the thin American line to his front
to offer strong resistance may be one of
the reasons he risked splitting the 78th
Volks Grenadier Division, rather than
committing one division at each end of
the Schnee Eifel. Since none of the
German planners expected an American
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counterthrust across the Schnee Eifel
range, a very small force from the r8th
Volks Grenadier Replacement Battalion
was reckoned a sufficient screen on the
heights. The corps lacked a tank battal-
ion and was assigned an assault gun
brigade in its place. The corps artillery
was deemed too weak to engage the
Americans in a counterbattery duel at
the outset of the attack, and in addition
the Germans hoped to make early and
deep penetrations by surprise; concerted
artillery preparations prior to H-hour,
then, were ruled out. Neither Fifth
Panzer Army nor LXVI Corps seems to
have fixed a definite timetable; the 78th
Volks Grenadier Division is said not to
have expected to reach St. Vith earlier
than 18 December.

Both the divisions which subsequently
took part in the Schnee Eifel operation
were newly organized and inexperi-
enced. The 18th had been formed dur-
ing September on the ruins of the 18th
Air Force Field Division, earlier de-
stroyed in the Mons pocket. Recon-
structed from Luftwaffe and Navy units,
plus a strong admixture of Volks-
deutsche and workers drawn in by the
new draft laws, the 18th lacked trained
noncoms and officers. But the unit was
more fortunate than many another in
that its occupation of the northern sec-
tor in the Schnee Eifel did not bring on
many losses prior to the counteroffensive
and permitted its troops to be rotated
through training areas in the rear.

The division commander seems to
have sold General Lucht on the idea of
making the main thrust toward St. Vith
from north of the Schnee Eifel—although
both were certain that the double en-
velopment envisaged would cut off a very
large American force. The right attack
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group was heavily weighted, consisting
of two regiments, most of the division °
artillery, and the assault gun brigade. In
reserve, for exploitation of any success
on the right wing, was a mobile battal-
lion, made up of the division tank de-
stroyer battalion, a reconnaissance com-
pany, and an engineer company. The
main breakthrough was to be attempted
in the vicinity of Roth. The left attack
group, one regiment and a battalion of
self-propelled artillery, was directed to
make its penetration through Bleialf,
where the Americans probably would
be encountered in force. Nevertheless,
this kampfgruppe had the mission of
seizing the Schonberg bridge. The divi-
sion replacement battalion, two hun-
dred strong, would be left to man the
division center along the Schnee Eifel.

Early in December the 62d Volks
Grenadier Division, Lucht’s second di-
vision, detrained at Prim, but did not
go immediately into the forward corps
sector. The 62d bore the number of an
infantry division which had been de-
stroyed on the Eastern Front, but it had
been rebuilt from the ground up. Never
before in action, the 62d was commanded
by a general who likewise lacked combat
experience, Generalmajor Frederich
Kittel. The division was at full strength
for its class: like the 18th it num-
bered three regiments of two-battalion
strength. Equipment was new and
complete. The mission now handed the
newly arrived division was to effect a
break-through on the left of the 18th
Volks Grenadier Division in the Gross-
langenfeld-Heckhuscheid sector, advance
northwest on a broad front (clearing
the Pronsfeld-St. Vith road), and
seize the Our River crossings at Steine-
briick. The 62d Volks Grenadier Divi-
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sion was to leave to its northern neigh-
bor the task of capturing St. Vith, but
was expected to block the western and
southern exits.

The LXVI Corps staff was acutely
conscious that the American observation
posts on the Schnee Eifel overlooked the
German positions. Everything possible
was done to avoid exciting American
suspicion or arousing American interest.
All patrolling was banned from 10 De-
cember on, but the arrival of the 106th
Division (which the Germans immedi-
ately spotted as new and inexperienced)
led to a limited relaxation of this order.
Patrols working at night about 12 or 13
December did discover something of
interest—but in the 14th Cavalry Group
sector. Here it was found that the two
thousand yards separating Roth and
Weckerath (on the south flank of the
cavalry position) was unoccupied, and
that the two villages were weakly held.
Plans were made at once to exploit this
weak spot—an explanation, perhaps, of
the decision to make the main penetra-
tion by the northern attack group in the
Roth area.

From  to 12 December the German
artillery moved forward to carefully
camouflaged positions from which the
attack could be supported. The artillery
regiment of the 18th Volks Grenadier
Division occupied old emplacements in
the West Wall area behind the corps
right flank. Corps artillery formed a
groupment southwest of Priim to give
general support to the southern attack
group of the 78th and the green 62d.
On the north wing the assault gun bri-
gade would have to move to its attack
positions through the West Wall anti-
tank line. Because demolition might
alert the Americans, underpinning for
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inclined ramps was built over the dra-
gon’s teeth during the nights before the
attack. All that remained was to fasten
on the planking (and this job was later
done, the assault guns climbing over
with ease). Meanwhile a special field
artillery observation battalion was at
work, spotting the American gun posi-
tions and reporting minor changes in
the opposing battery alignment. The
LXVI Corps staff, it may be added, were
very much concerned over the artillery
weight known to be available to the
American defenders in the zone of pro-
jected advance.

On the night of 14 December it
seemed for a moment that all the care-
ful precautions the LXVI Corps had
taken to mask its intentions might go
for nought. The 2d Panzer Division
tanks, which had detrained at Stadtkyll,
moved along the roads behind the corps’
left flank en route to the south. Through
the clear, cold air the noise of tracks
and motors could be heard for miles.
But much to General Lucht’s relief no
American reconnaissance planes ap-
peared the following day. Apparently
the secret preparations for attack still
were secret.”

The 18th Volks Grenadier Division
sector narrowed somewhat on 15 De-
cember when the northern neighbor,
I SS Panzer Corps, extended its left
wing to include Neuhof and Ormont;
the division sector at the commencement
of the attack now would be about ten
miles wide. The night of 15 December
was frosty and clear, offering good visi-
bility for the last moves to the line of
departure. On the right the forty guns
of the assault gun brigade took station

21t will be recalled that the 106th had noticed
unusual vehicular noise. See above, p. 59.
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near the dragon’s teeth. On the left the
two assault regiments of the 62d Volks
Grenadier Division moved for the first
time into the positions held earlier by
the 26th Volks Grenadier Division. Also
for the first time, the assault company
commanders heard officially of the great
counteroffensive and were given instruc-
tions as to their own particular roles.

With assembly completed, the juxta-
position of German and American for-
mations on the morning of 16 December
was as follows. The boundary between
the Fifth and Sixth Panzer Armies bi-
sected the 14th Cavalry Group area by
an extension south of Krewinkel and
Manderfeld. North of the line elements
of the 3d Parachute Division, reinforced
by tanks, faced two platoons of Troop
C, 18th Cavalry Squadron, two recon-
naissance platoons and one gun company
of the 820th Tank Destroyer Battalion,
plus the squadron and group head-
quarters at Manderfeld. South of the
boundary the 294th and 295th Regi-
ments of the 18th Volks Grenadier Divi-
sion, forty assault guns, and a reinforced
tank destroyer battalion faced Troop A
and one platoon of Troop C, 18th Cav-
alry Squadron. On no other part of the
American front would the enemy so out-
number the defenders at the start of the
Ardennes counteroffensive.

On the Schnee Eifel the 422d Infan-
try, composing the left wing of the 106th
Division, had only minute screening
elements opposite. The 423d Infantry,
with one flank on the Schnee Eifel range
and the other in the Bleialf depression,
was in the path of the 293d Regiment
(18th Volks Grenadier Division). The
424th Infantry, in positions running to
the southwest, stood opposite the 62d
Volks Grenadier Division. In the event
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that the neighboring corps south of the
LXVI made progress, one of its regi-
ments, the 6oth Regiment (116th Pan-
zer Division) , would be brought against
the right flank of the 424th Infantry.

The compilation of opposing forces,
above, will show that the odds against
the defender in the Schnee Eifel area
were not inordinate—except in the cav-
alry sector. The Germans would have to
make the utmost use of surprise, con-
centration of effort, and ground favor-
able to attack, if they were to achieve
any large measure of success. Fully aware
that the American line had numerous
weak spots and that no substantial re-
serves were near, General Lucht and his
division commanders saw three factors
that might limit success: the weakness
of the 18th Volks Grenadier Division
center, enemy superiority in the artil-
lery arm, and strong intervention by
unfriendly air. All evidence of the play
of these factors, particularly the last two,
would be carefully observed as D-day
came,

Although the LXVI advance on 16
December was planned and effected as
the co-ordinated effort of two divisions,
the story must begin with the 18th Volks
Grenadier Division attack. This in turn
will follow the German scheme of ma-
neuver, the right wing first, then the
left. The fight in the zone of the 424th
Infantry quickly becomes an independ-
ent action and will be so considered.?

The Attack in the Losheim Gap
The shock companies of the 18th be-

gan to move toward the American cav-
alry positions about- o400 on 16

3See also ch. XVIIL
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December. An hour later the main
strength of the two attacking regiments
followed, the 294th advancing toward
Weckerath and the Our valley, the 295tk
heading for Roth and Kobscheid. Sup-
porting artillery, mortars, and Werfers
opened fire over the heads of the Ger-
" man infantry shortly after o8g0. (Actu-
ally the first concentrations to arouse the
Americans were fired as part of the
Sixth Panzer Army artillery preparation
prior to H-hour and landed in the north-
ern part of the 14th Cavalry zone) . Roth
and Kobscheid, closest to the enemy
jump-off positions, received only one
battery salvo; apparently the German
infantry were already around the vil-
lages. When day broke, cloudy and
drizzling, the assault force moving be-
tween Weckerath and Roth was well on
its way to the commanding crossroads
village of Auw. Visibility was so poor,
the American village positions so dis-
persed, that the cavalrymen for some
time did not detect nor engage the infan-
try moving past. (The Germans, having
received no fire, first suspected that the
main American line had been moved
back to the Our River.) Furthermore,
predawn attacks on Roth and Kobscheid
had occupied the attention of the
troopers. At Roth a company of grena-
diers was checked by shellfire. The
attackers at Kobscheid actually got in-
side the cavalry defense, but nearly forty
were captured.

Before dawn none of the village gar-
risons in the southern sector had been
seriously menaced. The effects of the
enemy penetrations, however, became
apparent soon after daylight. At o830
a message from Roth reported that the
Germans were inside the village, that
a tank seventy-five yards from the com-
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mand post was “belting us with direct
fire.” Light tanks, dispatched from Man-
derfeld, hurried to give aid but were
stopped cold by fire from Auw, some
3,500 yards to the west, which was occu-
pied by the Germans. Nothing more was
heard from Roth. The remainder of
Troop A, in Kobscheid, also was cut off;
by ogoo the attackers had established a
hold inside the village. Weckerath,
which lay to one side of the German
advance on Auw, was hit by elements
of the 294th. Here the gd Platoon of
Troop C was located east of the village
in a small patch of woods on the road to
Krewinkel, well dug in and protected
by barbed wire on all sides. The first
German assault was checked by mortars
and machine guns, reinforced by accu-
rate artillery fire. Two enemy com-
panies, however, swept around the wood
and converged on the village, where
some twenty men of Troop C headquar-
ters held them at bay with bullet fire.
A platoon of American light tanks ar-
rived from Manderfeld shortly after
0930, appearing just in time to engage
groups of enemy infantry infiltrating the
eastern edge of the village. At 1100
observers at Weckerath saw an enemy
column moving from Roth in the direc-
tion of Auw. They counted fifteen
“tanks”’—probably a battalion of assault
guns—and at least one battalion of foot
troops, marching intermixed with the
assault guns. Artillery fire was directed
onto the column, with but little effect.
The Germans pressed on to the west.

In the northern sector of the 14th
Cavalry Group fortune had treated the
defenders with mixed favor during the
morning. The German force committed
here consisted of a reinforced regiment
of the 3d Parachute Division (it will be
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recalled that the boundary between the
Fifth and Sixth Panzer Armies ran just
south of Krewinkel and Manderfeld)
attacking initially without the support of
heavy weapons. The 3d Parachute Divi-
sion axis cut straight through the north-
ern cavalry sector, then angled northwest
in the direction of Faymonville, the divi-
sion advancing as the left flank of the [
8§ Panzer Corps. At Krewinkel, the most
advanced American post in the area,
the 2d Platoon of Troop C and a
reconnaissance platoon of Company A,
820oth Tank Destroyer Battalion, occu-
pied a position from which excellent
observation and fields of fire covered all
approaches to the village from the east.
An hour before dawn a German shock
company boldly approached the village
in column of fours. The troopers held
their fire until the enemy infantry were
within twenty yards of the outer strands
of wire—then cut loose. The column dis-
integrated, but the assault was quickly
resumed in more open order and shortly
the Germans were in the village streets.
At one point half the village was in Ger-
man hands, but eventually the defenders
got the upper hand and the enemy with-
drew.

One of the last to leave shouted in
English, “Take a ten minute break.
We”ll be back.” An exasperated trooper
hastened to assure him profanely,
“——— we’ll still be here.” With the full
morning light the enemy returned, as
promised, after his artillery had tried
unsuccessfully to jar the Americans loose.
Head-on assault from the east by fresh
troops made no progress. By noon, but
two of the defenders had been wounded.
The troopers estimated that the German
dead now totaled g75—doubtless an exag-
gerated figure but still an indication of
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the costliness of the German tactics. At
the neighboring village of Afst, the 1st
Platoon of Troop C was similarly
attacked. The platoon beat off two
enemy companies, with heavy loss to the
Germans.

The American left wing was composed
of Company A and two reconnaissance
platoons of the 820th Tank Destroyer
Battalion, occupying the villages of Ber-
terath, Merlscheid, and Lanzerath. The
g-inch towed guns, sited to cover the
roads and eastern approaches, had no
protection whatever. The gun sections
were unable to put up more than short
resistance to the German infantry, nor
could most of the pieces be hooked up
and towed out with the enemy already
in the position. Here as elsewhere dur-
ing the Ardennes fighting the towed tank
destroyer lacked the maneuverability to
deal with infiltration or to displace when
in danger. Three tank destroyers were
pulled back toward Manderfeld and bet-
ter firing positions; the rest, with one
exception, were destroyed on orders.
Most of the company reached the cavalry
group headquarters at Manderfeld and
continued the fight as infantry.

Colonel Devine and the staffs of the
14th Cavalry Group and 18th Cavalry
Squadron had been alerted by the first
shells of the opening predawn concen-
tration dropping on Manderfeld. Tele-
phone wires went out during the bar-
rage, and radio communication was
made difficult by the cacaphony of pho-
nograph records introduced by the Ger-
mans along the American wave lengths.
About oboo the 14th Cavalry Group ex-
ecutive officer talked by phone to the
106th Division command post and asked
for wire teams to restore the lines.
Whether he asked for permission to
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move up the ga2d Cavalry Squadron
is uncertain. In any event the orders
from the division were to alert the re-
serve squadron, but not to move it
At 0640 another call from Manderfeld
reached the command post at St. Vith,
this time with a request to move the
gad forward to a position halfway
between the division and group com-
mand posts. Twenty-five minutes
later the G—3 journal of the 106th Divi-
sion records a telephone order to the
cavalry: “Move g2 Cavalry Squadron as
soon as you like.” This squadron had
been resting and refitting, indeed some
of its vehicles were partially disassem-
bled when the alert order arrived. About
0930 the squadron was on the road,
-minus Company F, which took another
hour and a half to ready its light tanks
for movement.

Colonel Devine, realizing that the for-
ward platoons of the 18th Cavalry
Squadron were in danger of destruction
and could make no more futile efforts,
cut off and isolated as they were, planned
to make a stand along the Manderfeld
ridge. This ridge line was some 3,000
yards in the rear of the original cavalry
line and about twice that distance from
the West Wall positions out of which the
German attack had erupted. Devine in-
tended to defend along the ridge with
the g2d Squadron and thus cover the
withdrawal of his forward troops. Short-
ly after 1100 the fresh squadron reached
Manderfeld, Troop E moving its as-
sault guns into previously reconnoitered
positions at Manderfeld, Troop C de-
ploying northwest of the town to cover
the road from Lanzerath, and two dis-
mounted platoons of Troop A digging
in southwest of Manderfeld. While this
area defense was forming, Troop B took
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stations near Andler; at this village, just
west of the German spearhead in Auw,
the Our bridge remained an intact and
important prize. The remainder of
Troop A was dispatched to Holzheim,
there to cover the group’s left and rear.

Shortly before the arrival of the g2d
Cavalry Squadron, Devine had asked
General Jones to make a counterattack
north from the 106th Division area. He
was told that no infantry support could
be given “at this time.” When Devine
answered that he would have to with-
draw in the south to a line from Mander-
feld through Verschneid, Jones made no
comment. Thus far, it must be said, there
was little or no inclination at the 106th
Division headquarters to regard the sit-
uation in the cavalry sector as unduly
serious. Devine’s final comment during
this telephone conversation—that he in-
tended to counterattack with the g2d
Cavalry Squadron on its arrival and
attempt to restore the Krewinkel-Roth-
Kobscheid line—may have helped con- .
firm the somewhat optimistic view held
at the division headquarters.

At noon Colonel Devine finally issued
withdrawal orders to the 18th Cavalry
Squadron. Troop C alone was able to
comply. The gd Platoon, which had held
its own in the fight east of Weckerath,
mounted two armored cars and a few
jeeps, then made its way with guns
blazing into the village. Here the com-
mand post group and light tanks joined,
the column moving west along roads
lined with German riflemen, but this
was no headlong dash because cold
motors and congealed transmission
grease slowed the column to fifteen
miles per hour. Meanwhile the village it
had just left was blasted by a terrific
shelling—apparently the Germans had
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been preparing for a final assault. The
garrisons at Krewinkel and Afst moved
back at 1240 without incident. As Kre-
winkel was lost to view the troopers
could see German infantry swarming in
from the east.* When Troop C and the
light tanks reached Manderfeld, the
assault gun troop, which had been de-
ployed along the ridge north and south
of the town, poured direct fire on the
enemy now streaming southwest through
the draws at the source of the Our River.
The morning fog had lifted and the
gunners were able to inflict considerable
damage with their #5-mm. howitzers.
The story of the garrisons in Roth and
Kobscheid is difficult to reconstruct, al-
though the troopers held on for some
hours after being surrounded. In the
early part of the fight, forward obser-
vers in Kobscheid were in contact with
the 275th Armored Field Artillery Bat-
talion; this artillery support unquestion-
ably was of signal aid to the troopers,
as were the quad  mounts of the 414th
Antiaircraft Battalion which were sent
to help the Roth defenders. About 1100
the Roth command post radioed Kob-
scheid that the troops of the 106th Divi-
sion farther south were moving back,
that the Roth garrison would try to with-
draw, and that the Kobscheid group
should do likewise. Apparently the
German grip on Roth was too firm;
sometime during the afternoon the
troopers there surrendered. Kobscheid
held out until about 1630. Then, as dusk
settled, sixty-one men led by 1st Lit.
Lorenz Herdrick started through the

¢ These troops were armored infantry from the
Ist 8§ Panzer Division whose commander finally
had thrown them in to get the attack rolling.
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snow cross-country in a westerly direc-
tion. They returned to the American
lines at St. Vith on 19 December.®

Early in the afternoon it was apparent
to the force at Manderfeld that the Ger-
mans were pushing west around both
flanks. A patrol sent in the direction of
Auw reported that the entrance to the
Our valley was wide open, contact with
the ggth Division in the north had been
lost, and the 106th Division reported
that it lacked the troops to counterattack
toward the cavalry. Colonel Devine
therefore organized a task force about
1400 to retake the ground around Lan-
zerath and thus cover his northern flank.
The task force, commanded by Maj.
J. L. Mayes, consisted of Troop C
and the assault gun troop of the 18th
Cavalry Squadron. Moving north the
task force reached a road junction 1,600
yards north of Manderfeld, where it was
beset from three sides by infantry and
self-propelled guns. The cavalry self-
propelled howitzers were able to maneu-
ver and do considerable execution in this
closerange fire fight, but the counter-
attack was checked. By this time the
situation on the opposite flank was
precarious; the Germans already had
passed through Wischeid, southwest of
Manderfeld, and were moving toward
the Our bridge at Andler.

Shortly after four o’clock the 14th
Cavalry Group executive officer tele-
phoned the 106th Division command
post and asked permission to withdraw
to the line Andler-Holzheim, a position

®Three members of the 18th Cavalry Recon-

naissance Squadron were. awarded the DSC for
gallantry in the battle at the villages: 1st Lt
A. L. Mills, S. Sgt. Woodrow W. Reeves, and Cpl.
C. E. Statler.
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represented by a series of ridges covered
on the east by a tributary of the Our.
The division headquarters authorized
the withdrawal. Devine ordered Task
Force Mayes to fight a delaying action
southwest along the road from Losheim,
while the Manderfeld defenders with-
drew to the west. This movement was
carried through successfully, the g2d
Cavalry howitzers on the Manderfeld
ridge ably supporting the task force. The
last troops left Manderfeld about 1700,
setting the town afire in an attempt to
destroy records of value to the enemy.

Troops E and C of the 18th reached
Holzheim at twilight, joining Troop A
of the g2d which already was in position
as the anchor of the 14th Cavalry north
flank. Troop B of the 32d had remained
at Andler since its morning arrival; it
now screened the southern flank with
reconnaissance teams pushing out on the
roads to south, east, and north. The light
tank company of the g2d Squadron was
disposed to the southwest of the cavalry
line at Heuem, covering the road from
Schénberg to St. Vith and worrying
about the absence of communications.
The remainder of the gad Squadron was
at Herresbach and that of the 18th
Squadron near Wereth, both villages be-
hind the Holzheim-Andler line. By early
evening the 14th Cavalry Group was in
its defensive positions, except for such
regrouping as would be needed to sort
out elements of the two squadrons. Its
supporting artillery battalion (the
275th) was in the process of moving to
new positions near St. Vith. As yet there
were no signs of an enemy pursuit. The
forward artillery observers were active
“along the deserted front™ until 1goo but
found nothing to report. Contact with
the Germans had been lost.
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The German attack in the Losheim
Gap during 16 December had gone ac-
cording to schedule. The northern arm
of the 18th Volks Grenadier Division
envelopment had penetrated as far as
Auw and overrun most of the American
artillery positions. As daylight ended the
294th Regiment assembled around Auw
and the 295th regrouped in the Roth-
Kobscheid area, both awaiting ~ the
arrival of their heavy weapons. Now
General Lucht told the division com-
mander to call forward his armored mo-
bile battalion and send it to join the
294th and elements of the assault gun
brigade the next morning in a drive
on Andler. In the north the 3d Para-
chute Division continued its advance
during the night, marching through
the rough, heavily forested area north-
west of Manderfeld and Lanzerath.
Along the roads to the east the armored
formations of the zst SS Panzer Divi-
sion toiled forward in the dark, ready
to push through the opening between
the American ggth Division and the
14th Cavalry Group. As things stood,
therefore, the 14th Cavalry was deploy-
ed in the gap which was opening as
the 18th Volks Grenadier Division con-
tinued westward and the 3d Parachute
Division angled toward the northwest.
The cavalry flanks, however, rested on
roads which would be essential to the
enemy—roads along which the German
armor was moving for commitment on
the second day of the offensive. In the
meantime the 14th Cavalry Group com-
mander had gone to St. Vith to explain
to the 106th Division staff his situation
and the arrangements he had made. Gen-
eral Jones, busy with plans for a counter-
attack by armored reinforcements which
the corps commander had promised for
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the next morning, had no comment to
offer and merely asked Colonel Devine
to wait at the command post.

The Attack Hits the
106th Dwvision

The 14th Cavalry Group withdrawal
to the Holzheim-Andler line in the late
afternoon of 16 December had no prac-
tical adverse effect on its southern neigh-
bor, the 422d Infantry. By this time the
enemy thrust had driven so deep and
with such force between the cavalry and
the 422d that the northern flank of the
106th Infantry Division was exposed re-
gardless of movements undertaken by
the cavalry. Ominous events had tran-
spired in the zone of the 106th.

Seven of the nine rifle battalions under
General Jones’ command were in the line
on the morning of 16 December. The 2d
Battalion, 423d Infantry, was in division
reserve near Born, 5,000 yards north of
St. Vith, The 1st Battalion, 424th Infan-
try, was located at Steinebriick on the
road to Winterspelt and also was in
division reserve. The 422d Infantry had
its three battalions in the West Wall
positions on the Schnee Eifel, defending
a front of eight to nine thousand yards.
Attached was Company A, 81st Engineer
Combat Battalion; direct support was
given by the 58qgth Field Artillery Battal-
ion whose batteries were emplaced
southwest of Auw. Located west of Auw
were the 155-mm. howitzers of the 592d
Field Artillery Battalion. The regimen-
tal command post was in the crossroads
village of Schlausenbach, with the can-
non company to the west on Hill 612.
All of these locations lay in the northern
section of the regimental area not far
from the 14th Cavalry Group boundary.
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A company of engineers occupied Auw,
the most important road center in the
422d sector. The forward positions of
the 422d in the West Wall were based on
a series of heavily wooded ridges running
north and south. However a number of
ravines, densely screened by trees, led
directly back into the regimental area;
one such ran straight down to Schlausen-
bach. :

The 423d Infantry—in the division
center—was deployed on a curving line
a little more than 8,000 yards long, with
one battalion in the West Wall, the
other bending around the southern nose
of the Schnee Eifel and back to the west.
A gap existed between the rifle battalion
positions and the village of Bleialf. The
regimental right wing was fleshed out by
a provisional battalion (the antitank
company, one platoon of the cannon
company, a rifle platoon, and Troop B,
18th Cavalry Squadron). This scratch
force, acting as riflemen, was reinforced
by Company C, 820th Tank Destroyer
Battalion. The ggoth Field Artillery Bat-
talion supported the regiment from posi-
tions northwest of Oberlascheid, and the
regimental cannon company was close to
that village.

The 424th Infantry held a six-mile
line angled slightly from the Ihren
Creek southwestward to the vicinity of
Grosskampenberg. The gap between it
and the 423d, a distance of 4,000 yards,
was screened thinly by the 106th Recon-
naissance Troop and the cannon com-
pany. The pgist Field Artillery
Battalion was situated behind the regi-
mental center with two battalions for-
ward and one in the rear to cover any
displacement.

During the evening of 15 December
enemy aircraft droned through the air
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over the 106th Division lines attempting
to divert attention from the noise created
by the German ground columns moving
forward to the line of departure. Their
efforts were wasted. The vehicular activ-
ity behind the German front was heard
and duly recorded, but it caused no
alarm. Enemy patrols also were unusu-
ally active during the night—except at
the Schnee Eifel positions of the 422d
Infantry which did not figure in the
German attack plans. Again there was no
particular reaction among the Ameri-
cans. No one anticipated a German at-
tack, although with the advantage of
hindsight all these warning signs and
others would be resurrected and given
an importance never accorded them on
the night of 15 December.

At o53o, 16 December, the guns,
Werfers, and mortars of the LXVI Corps
opened fire, marking the commence-
ment of the advance against the 106th
Division. The artillery available to the
LXVI was limited, by comparison with
most other parts of the front, but was
well served by its forward observers and
did much damage to telephone wire,
ammunition dumps, and other supply
points. The first word from a specific
target reached the division headquar-
ters at St. Vith about ogso, a report
that the 423d Antitank Company had
been shelled since oygo. The 423d In-
fantry was in fact bearing the brunt of
the enemy barrage and most of its tele-
phone lines to the forward units went
out in the first few minutes. Within the
hour messages from the 28th Division
and the ggth Division told of heavy shell-
ing to the south and the north of the
106th. But the German assault troops
who had been moving forward in the
darkness onto the 106th positions since
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o500 were not immediately detected.
German pressure would first be felt in
these areas within the regimental sec-
tors: the Heckhuscheid and Winterspelt
areas (424th Infantry); the Bleialf area
(423d Infantry); and on the Auw-
Schénberg road (422d Infantry). In the
last case, the northern assault wing of
the z8th Volks Grenadier Division con-
centric attack would strike the Ameri-
can cavalry before turning on the north
flank of the 106th Division.

At dusk on 15 December the 62d Volks
Grenadier Division, forming the left of
the LXVI Corps, had come into the lines
opposite the left and center of the 424th
Infantry. This new division would have
no opportunity to reconnoiter the bro-
ken and heavily wooded ground over
which it was to advance the next morn-
ing—a fact which had direct bearing on
the subsequent story of the 424th In-
fantry—but its scheme of maneuver
had been given detailed study. The
attack would open with two regiments
abreast attempting a breakthrough on
a wide front. The main effort would
be made in the vicinity of Winterspelt,
breaching the American switch line
southeast of that village and thus gaining
entrance to the main macadam road
to St. Vith. Once in position astride
the road, the mobile reserve of the
62d would be committed for the pene-
tration, while the two regiments ex-
tended their hold on either side of
the road. On the left, therefore, the
183d Regiment had as its objective the
northern side of the plateau on which
lay the village of Heckhuscheid. Pos-
session of this high ground was deemed
essential to the German plan. On the
right the r9oth Regiment aimed at the
wooded heights at Eigelscheid around
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which twisted the road to Winterspelt,
two thousand yards westward.

The gd Battalion of the g424th Infan-
try received the first German blow in
its positions north of Heckhuscheid. Af-
ter a 20-minute concentration of artil-
lery and mortar fire a shock company
of the 183d drove in on Companies K and
L about o645. Although the defenders
got word back to their own artillery,
when daylight came the enemy had pen-
etrated well into the position. The gd
Battalion, however, was on ground
which favored the defender and not un-
duly extended. The most serious threat
developed to the north on the weak flank
screening the switch position. Here the
regimental cannon company (Capt.
- Joseph Freesland) , armed only with rifles
and machine guns, was deployed at
the Weissenhof crossroads blocking the
main road to Winterspelt. Guided by
flashlights and flares the Germans made
their attack in column, advancing erect,
shouting and screaming. The cannon-
eers, nothing daunted, did well in their
infantry role, holding for several hours
against assault from front and flank.
Colonel Reid, the regimental command-
er, ordered his 1st Battalion, in reserve
at Steinebriick, to the support of the
threatened north flank. Company C
arrived to reinforce the cannon com-
pany and the rest of the reserve bat-
talion hurriedly established defensive
positions to the rear at Winterspelt.

In the gd Battalion zone Company I
came in to help restore the line. A se-
ries of counterattacks, well supported by
fire from the pgist Field Artillery Bat-
talion, erased the dents in the Ameri-
can position, and a sortie led by the
battalion S—g, Capt. Lee Berwick,
entered Heckhuscheid and took 107
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prisoners. A four-man patrol from
Company K rounded up another forty
prisoners in the woods nearby. By noon
the 424th had driven the enemy back
along the whole of its front.

Coincidentally and without realizing
what had been accomplished, the south-
ern elements of the 424th put a crimp
in the plans of the Germans attacking
to outflank the neighboring 112th In-
fantry. Men of the 2d Battalion, sup-
ported by the gd Platoon of Company
B, 820th Tank Destroyer Battalion,
caught the assault company leading the
6oth Panzer Grenadier Regiment attack
in a wood west of Grosskampenberg.
German reports say that the company
was “nearly destroyed.” This sharp set-
back so discouraged the r116th Panzer
Division commander that before the day
ended he switched the 6oth Panzer Gren-
adier Regiment to the south. Although
this attempt to drive a wedge between
the 112th and 424th was not renewed,
the latter was able to give its neighbors
a helping hand later in the day. During
the afternoon a gunner from the tank
destroyer platoon, Pfc. Paul C. Rosen-
thal, sighted five German tanks and a
truck moving north of Liitzkampen. Fir-
ing his g-inch gun at 2,000 yards range
he destroyed all, tanks and truck; he
had used only eighteen rounds of high-
explosive and armor-piercing-capped
ammunition.

About noon a report reached the 624
Volks Grenadier Division command post
that troops of the rg9oth Regiment (the
Germans who had broken through north
of the cannon company positions)
were on high ground north of Eigel-
scheid overlooking the road to Winter-
spelt. General Kittel ordered his mobile
battalion up from the 164th Regiment
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reserve at Pronsfeld and into the attack
along the Winterspelt road. This battal-
ion, “mobile” in the sense that it was
mounted on bicycles and reinforced by
a company of self-propelled assault guns,
was forced to stick to the macadam road.
As a result it came up against the Amer-
ican cannon company at the Weissenhof
crossroads. Outnumbered and in dan-
ger of encirclement the cannoneers
and their rifle support from Company
C made a deliberate and fighting with-
drawal toward Winterspelt, platoon.
by platoon. When the 2d Platoon was
ordered back, its commander (Lt. Craw-
ford Wheeler) stayed behind with a ba-
zooka to meet the leading assault gun
and was killed by point-blank fire.

By dark the German mobile battal-
ion and infantry from the rgoth Regi-
ment were closing in on Winterspelt,
where the 1st Battalion and remmnants
of the cannon company stood ready to
meet them. The fight raged through
the evening and by midnight at least a
company of Germans was inside the
village, with more coming in by the
hour. In the gd Battalion sector the en-
emy had got nowhere with his frontal
attacks around Heckhuscheid, the vil-
lage remaining under American control
at the close of the day. Casualties in the
62d Volks Grenadier Division had been
substantial, particularly, as might be ex-
pected in the case of a green division
in its first attack, among the officers.
Losses in the 424th had not been high.
But the position of the regiment on the
night of the 16th was potentially a se-
rious one—despite the rough body check
given the enemy. The battalion and
regimental reserves all had been com-
mitted, the ggist Field Artillery Bat-
talion had fired nearly all its ammuni-
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tion (over 2,600 rounds), and the en-
emy had made a dent toward Winter- -
spelt. Contact with the 112th Infantry,
on the south flank, had been lost. But
fortunately the enemy had given over
the idea of a penetration here.

The intense fire laid on the 423d In-
fantry on the morning of 16 December
had disrupted telephone lines, but the
radio net seems to have functioned well.
By o6oo the regimental commander had
word that his antitank company was
under small arms fire at Bleialf, the key
to the southern route around the Schnee
Eifel and the Alf Creek depression. A-
long this depression extended the 423d’s
weak wing, echeloned to the right and
rear of the two rifle battalions, one on
the Schnee Eifel and one curving along
the southern nose of the range. The
heterogeneous units screening along
the wing had been grouped as a pro-
visional battalion, but they formed no
cohesive front and were charged with
defending the least defensible ground
on the regimental front. When shock
troops of the 293d Regiment (18th Volks
Grenadier Division) struck the antitank
company in Bleialf, one group filtered
into the village and another, marching
along the railroad, cut between Bleialf
and Troop B (18th Cavalry Squadron),
blocking out the latter and destroying
the right platoon of the antitank com-
pany.

Although radio reception was poor in
this area the commander of the 423d
Infantry and the regimental executive
(Lt. Col. Frederick W. Nagle) were
able to alert and move reserves
promptly, but Colonel Cavender’s re-
quest for the release of his 2d Battalion,
then in division reserve, was refused.
About oggo the service company and
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cannon company were at Bleialf, where
they found most of the village held by
the Germans. Later Company B, 81st En-
gineer Combat Battalion, and the head-
quarters company were thrown into the
fight. By 1500 these units had ejected
the enemy from Bleialf after a series of
hand-to-hand fights in the streets and
houses. The cavalry troop on the ex-
treme regimental right remained cut
off from the friendly troops to the north.
Finally getting permission by radio to
withdraw, the troopers pulled back in
the early afternoon to Winterscheid,
2,500 yards southwest of Bleialf. While
the enemy was attacking around Bleialf,
a few small patrols tried to get into the
positions of the 1st and gd Battalions
to the north—but no real attack was
attempted during the 16th.

The 293d had failed to carry out its
part as the southern jaw of the 18th
Volks Grenadier Division pincers, for
without Bleialf the road to Steinebriick
was barred. The Americans had recov-
ered their balance quickly after the in-
itial shock at Bleialf. The battalions
on the Schnee Eifel had brought the
German flank under accurate and pun-
ishing fire at the first light of day, in-
terdicting all reinforcement by the heavy
weapons needed to reduce the village.
On the whole the situation in the 423d
sector seemed satisfactory, although two
items remained for a final accounting.
The southern flank of the regiment now
was in the air, and its 2d Battalion, as
division reserve, had been sent forward
to aid the endangered 422d Infantry on
the north.

High on the center of the Schnee
Eifel the 422d Infantry missed the
first rude shock of a predawn attack.
Although it was no part of the German
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plan to engage the 422d by frontal as-
sault, the enemy penetration between
Roth and Weckerath, during the dark
hours, quickly brought the assault troops
of the 294th Regiment down the road
to Auw and onto the American regi-
ment’s flank and rear. Company A of
the 81st Engineer Combat Battalion was
billeted at Auw, and despite the enemy
shelling in the early morning the engi-
neers had turned out as usual to work
on the roads. As the enemy approached
Auw the bulk of the company hurried
back to the village, set up their machine
guns, and engaged the German column.
This column (at least a battalion of the
294th) was reinforced by self-propelled
guns, which shelled the engineers out of
their positions. When the 1st Platoon,
the last to leave, finally essayed a dash
from the village to the protection of a
nearby wood lot, Cpl. Edward S. Withee
remained behind to cover his comrades,
with only his submachine gun as a
weapon against the enemy armor.® By
this time the American batteries south-
west of the village were blasting the
Germans there, for a time halting fur-
ther advance. At daylight small groups
began pressure against the forward bat-
talions of the 422d, but this seems to
have been no more than an attempt to
fix American attention to the front.
Company L, however, had to be rushed
to the defense of the regimental com-
mand post at Schlausenbach.

About noon the enemy in Auw be-
came active, moving south against the
artillery groupment composed of the
58gth Field Artillery Battalion (astride
the Auw-Bleialf road) and the 3g2d, a

8 Withee was captured after his lone fight. He
was given the DSC.
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155-mm. howitzer battalion, close by.
The German 294th was acting under
orders to clear the way into the Our val-
ley, but to do so it had to neutralize or
destroy the American artillery, whose
positions had been plotted earlier by the
corps observation battalion. Stealing for-
ward by squads and platoons, the gren-
adiers brought the battery positions
under crossfire from their machine pistols
while mortar crews and gunners worked
to knock out the American field pieces.

Colonel Descheneaux, intent on eas-
ing the increasing pressure, dispatched
a task force about 1300 to recapture
Auw and cut off the enemy to the south.
This counterattack, employing Company
L, the cannon company, and part of
the antitank company, was based on a
plan taken over from the 2d Infantry
Division. The task force started its ad-
vance in the midst of a sudden snow-
storm, made contact with the Germans
near Auw, then suddenly received or-
ders to return to the regimental com-
mand post at Schlausenbach, which was
now threatened by infantry advancing
along the draw from the east. Even while
the task force was approaching Auw
the enemy had stepped up the drive to
overrun the artillery, sending assault
guns in to do the job. But the Ameri-
can cannoneers stayed with their how-
itzers, firing with the shortest fuze
possible, while others of the artillery
worked their way to within bazooka
range of enemy assault guns. The attack
was stopped, after three assault guns
had been knocked out. The Germans
returned to the softening-up process and
waited for night to fall; artillery and
mortar fire accounted for 36 men in Bat-
tery A of the 592d in the late afternoon.

When day closed, the attempt to de-
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stroy the artillery was resumed, flares
and searchlights marking the German
movements. Earlier, General Jones had
taken steps to block the gap between
the 14th Cavalry Group and the 422d,
ordering his reserve, the 2d Battalion,
423d Infantry (Lt. Col. Joseph F. Puett),
to move through St. Vith to Schénberg.
By 1730 Puett’s battalion had detrucked
and set up defenses to cover the road
net at the latter point. Three hours
later General Jones telephoned Colonel
Puett, ordering an immediate attack to
cover the open left flank of the 422d
and permit the two hard-pressed artil-
lery battalions to displace southward.
Apparently General Jones intended that
the battalion should turn north to And-
ler and push aside the enemy along
the Auw-Andler-Schonberg road. Puett,
however, got on the wrong road and
turned south—leaving the northern ap-
proach to Schoénberg open. (About the
same time, the cavalry troop at Andler
pulled out.) Ultimately the 2d Battal-
ion found its way through the dark across
country and reached the p58gth Field
Artillery Battalion. Meanwhile the
422d commander had swung his left
battalion (the 2d) around to face north,
expecting to link up with the reserve
battalion.

This, then, was the situation. The
106th Division had lost relatively little
ground during the daylight hours of the
16th. Still, the enemy had succeeded in
creating a shallow salient in the Win-
terspelt sector, had penetrated between
the 424th and 423d, and had uncovered
the left flank and rear of the 422d In-
fantry. Through the night of 16-1%
December, therefore, the German LXVI
Corps continued to push its tired infan-
try into these sectors, while fresh troops
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moved up with heavy weapons and
motor vehicles for commitment on the
morrow. There was no longer any doubt
as to the German maneuver. The in-
telligence section of the 106th Division
staff analyzed the enemy plan correctly
in its report on the night of 16 Decem-
ber. “The enemy is capable of pinching
off the Schnee Eifel area by employing
one VG Division plus armor from
the 14th Cavalry Group sector and one
VG Division plus armor from the 423d
Infantry sector at any time.” This esti-
mate hardly is vitiated by the fact that
only one German division, the 18th
Volks Grenadier, formed the pincers
poised to grip the 106th Division. After
all, the entire 62d Volks Grenadier Divi-
sion stood poised to break through in
the Winterspelt area and to strengthen
or lengthen the southern jaw of the
pincers.

General Lucht, leading the LXVI
Corps, could look with some compla-
cency at the events of this first day, even
though his left wing had failed to break
through the American main line of re-
sistance. Not a single one of the much
feared Jabo’s had appeared in the sky,
the superior weight of metal available
to the American artillery had not been
utilized in the early and crucial hours
of the assault, and the defenders on the
Schnee Eifel had made not a single
move to threaten the weak and grossly
extended center of the 18th Volks Gren-
adier Division. This inactivity by the
106th Division on the first day, com-
bined with the failure to counter-
attack against the weak center on the
Schnee Eifel or the flanks of the Ger-
man salients, was inexplicable to the
German commanders but also a matter
of relief. Lucht anticipated that the
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Americans would counterattack on 17
December but that their reaction would
come too late and the encirclements
would be completed according to plan.
His own plans for the second day were
simple. On the right the mobile battal-
ion of the 18th Volks Grenadier Division
was already moving on Andler en route
to seize the Schonberg bridge and the
road to St. Vith. The left kampfgruppe
of the 18th also would make way for a
mobile thrust. Finally, the 62d Volks
Grenadier Division had orders to break
loose at Heckhuscheid and drive for the
Our valley “at all costs.”

By the night of 16 December Gen-
eral Jones had committed all the re-
serves available to the 106th Division
except a battalion of engineers at St.
Vith. But reinforcements, hastily gath-
ered by the VIII Corps, First Army, and
12th Army Group, were on the way.
When the 2d Infantry Division turned
over its area to the 106th it had taken
its armored support, Combat Command
B, gth Armored Division, north to the
V Corps sector. Replacement was made
by the gth Armored’s Combat Com-
mand R, which assembled at Trois Vier-
ges—some twenty road miles south of
St. Vith—in position to reinforce the
106th if need should arise. This small
armored group represented the only mo-
bile counterattack force available in the
VIII Corps. The extent of the German
threat on 16 December, slowly compre-
hended though it was, obviously re-
quired more drastic countermeasures
than the limited resources of the VIII
Corps could provide. At 1025, therefore,
the First Army released CCB, gth Ar-
mored, to the VIII Corps, thus per-
mitting Middleton to move his armored
reserve (CCR) as a backstop for the 28th
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Division. CCB, gth Armored (Brig. Gen.
William M. Hoge), was assembled
around Faymonville, about 12 miles
north of St. Vith, awaiting orders to re-
inforce the 2d Infantry Division attack
toward the Roer River dams.

The attachment of CCB to the 106th
Division, as ordered by Middleton, was
logical; Hoge’s troops would be return-
ing to old and familiar terrain. During
the day CCB remained at Faymonville
“attached in place,” as the military
verbalism runs. The 106th Division com-
mander could not move CCB without
corps approval and was not too con-
cerned with the enemy advance in his
northern sector. He made no move to put
CCB on the road, merely ordering a
platoon of its tank destroyers to St. Vith.
Shortly after dark General Hoge and his
staff arrived at St. Vith to confer with
General Jones. There a plan was made
for CCB to counterattack and retake
Schonberg. This plan shortly was dis-
carded for during the evening the corps
commander telephoned Jones that he
now could have additional armored
help, that CCB, 7th Armored Division,
was on its way from the Ninth Army and
would reach St. Vith by 0700 the next
morning.

As events would show, this estimate
of the #th Armored combat command’s
availability was far too sanguine. Why
it was made is not clear. Lt. Col.
W. M. Slayden of the VIII Corps staft
was with General Jones at the time of
this call. He later said that he should
have warned Jones that the corps com-
mander was “over optimistic” because
he knew that the combat command
was so far distant. In any case, Jones
decided at midnight that the 7th Ar-
mored combat command should make
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the counterattack on the north flank
and that Hoge’s command should march
at once to a position near Steinebriick,
there ready to attack toward Winterspelt
where incoming reports showed a rap-
idly deteriorating situation. It would
appear that this decision to employ
CCB, gth Armored, on the south flank
reflected either General Middleton’s in-
tention to restore the connection be-
tween the 106th and 28th Divisions or
a direct order from the corps to that
effect. Also, the corps commander did
not want to pass both armored com-
mands through St. Vith. Subsequently,
however, both commands did move
through the city.

The 424th Infantry and CCB,
oth Armored

On the morning of 17 December
the precarious situation of the 424th In-
fantry gave Colonel Reid reason to fear
encirclement. His extended left flank
was in the air. Because communications
had failed, Reid did not know that his
right flank was still covered by the
112th Infantry. In any case, the enemy
in this sector had brought up tanks
and was attacking in considerable force.
The 424th had its back to the Our Riv-
er and if the enemy seized the bridge
at Steinebriick and spread along the
far bank it would be hard put to with-
draw westward. Communications with
the division command post at St. Vith
was limited to the exchange of liaison
officers traveling along a road now be-
ing shelled by the German guns.

Through the early, dark hours of the
17th the enemy laid mortar and artil-
lery fire on the front-line positions of
the 424th. Opposite the right battalion,
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which thus far had held its ground, Ger-
man patrols wormed forward to cut the
barbed wire and lob hand grenades to-
ward the American foxholes. An hour or
so before dawn the German searchlights
flickered on, followed by a storm of
shells from guns and Werfers. The fus-
illade actually was directed against the
juncture between the 424th and 112th,
but Company G, 424th, came under
this fire and suffered many dead as day
came and the pounding continued. The
main German thrust, however, was made
farther north, at Winterspelt. A com-
pany or more of the 62d Volks Grenadier
Division had taken possession of the
eastern half of the village during the
night and at daybreak reinforcements
finally drove the 1st Battalion from
Winterspelt.

Even so, the 424th still blocked the
road to the Our River and Steinebriick.
To speed up the attack, the German
corps commander, General Lucht, him-
self hurried to Winterspelt to get the
62d moving toward the Our. Ap-
parently the 62d had become somewhat
disorganized, its losses had been high,
and its left regiment had made little
headway in the Heckhuscheid sector.
Furthermore, the division on its left,
which had been pushing toward the
south flank of the 424th, now pulled
out and left the 624 to go it alone, seri-
ously hampering Lucht’s ability to
exploit the dent hammered into the
American lines at Winterspelt. But the
right regiment of the 62d advanced al-
most unopposed north of Winterspelt
while the division center, now composed
of the 2d Battalion, 164th Regiment,
reinforced by assault guns and engineers,
continued beyond Winterspelt to occupy
the saddle which overlooked the ap-
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proaches to Steinebriick. The left wing
of the 424th was pushed out of the way,
folding back toward the south and west,
but finally was pegged down by a scratch
task force led by 1st Lt. Jarrett M. Hud-
dleston, Jr. To hold this flank and ex-
tend it as the enemy moved into the gap,
Colonel Reid kept adding whatever
troops he could find to this junior offi-
cer’s command. Steinebriick bridge re-
mained in American hands.

General Hoge’s CCB, gth Armored
Division, diverted to the Winterspelt
area on the night of the 16th, arrived in
St. Vith before dawn on the 17th and
received its final orders. The armored
infantry (27th Armored Infantry Bat-
talion) would move at once to seize
the series of hills near Winterspelt; the
tanks (14th Tank Battalion) would as-
semble west of the Our River and
thence be committed as the situation
unrolled. About this time the 106th
Division commander borrowed a platoon
of the 811th Tank Destroyer Battalion
from CCB, sending it to Schénberg to
relieve the forward command post of the
106th (the platoon did reach the 423d
Infantry) . The situation in front of St.
Vith was changing so rapidly that a pla-
toon of the reconnaissance troop leading
CCB had to be sent to defend the road
out of St. Vith to the east, while a com-
pany of tanks and another of tank de-
stroyers were diverted to screen the
entry of the #th Armored Division.

Word that Winterspelt was no longer
in friendly hands reached CCB just as
its two leading rifle companies started
moving to the Our. By 0ggo one com-
pany was across the river and had run
into German infantry dug in along the
high ground overlooking the village of
Elcherath, fifteen hundred yards from
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Steinebriick. The terrain and general
uncertainty as to the enemy strength
and dispositions dictated a co-ordinated
attack. By noon the 16th Armored Field
Artillery Battalion was in position west
of the river to support the attack. At
this time General Hoge had in hand
three companies of armored infantry
and the 14th Tank Battalion, a force
deemed sufficient to drive the Germans
back from Elcherath. But the enemy
also was bringing up reinforcements, for
at noon an American spotter plane re-
ported a column of vehicles entering
Winterspelt (perhaps this was the 2d
Battalion of the 164th Regiment) .

Two companies of the 27th Armored
Infantry Battalion (Lt. Col. George W.
Seeley) advanced to clear the hills flank-
ing Elcherath while Company B moved
along the main road. Threshed by
small arms fire from the grenadiers on
the wooded slopes Company B suffered
about forty casualties, but the surprise
appearance of a tank platoon shook the
enemy infantry somewhat. About ninety
Germans, hands high, came forward to
surrender. A little after 1500 General
Hoge ordered his infantry to halt and
dig in; he had decided to throw in the
less vulnerable tank battalion and
thrust for the high ground east of Win-
terspelt. The 14th Tank Battalion was
on its way to the Steinebriick bridge
when the assistant division commander
of the 106th arrived with word from
General Jones that Hoge might make
the attack if he wished, but that CCB
must withdraw behind the Our that
night. Since there was little or no point
to further effort in the direction of Win-
terspelt, Hoge told his infantry to dig
in and wait for nightfall, then with-
drew the tanks to their assembly area.
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In the early afternoon Colonel Reid
had gathered the staff of the 424th to
review the regimental position. Nothing
was known of friendly units to the right
and left; no information was getting
through from the division headquar-
ters; the enemy appeared to be work-
ing his way around the left flank of the
424th and had penetrated into the regi-
mental service area. If a withdrawal was
to be made starting in the early evening,
preparations would have to begin at
once. Reid decided to hold where he was
for he had no orders releasing his regi-
ment from the “hold at all costs” mis-
sion. Finally, at 1730, the regimental
liaison officer arrived with orders from
Jones that the 424th should withdraw
immediately. During the night of 17-18
December both CCB, gth Armored,
and the 424th Infantry made a success-
ful move across the river, although in
the hurried withdrawal the latter was
forced to leave much equipment be-
hind. The line now occupied by these
two units stretched a distance of seven
thousand yards, from Weppler (north-
east of Steinebriick) south to Burg Reu-
land.

The intervention of the gth Armored
combat command had not achieved
the results which had been hoped for,
but had contributed indirectly to the
successful withdrawal of the 424th In-
fantry and had delayed the drive by
the 62d Volks Grenadier Division toward
the Our crossings—and St. Vith. The
German division commander later
wrote of the “serious crisis” caused by
the American counterattacks around El-
cherath. The heavy concentration of
American artillery supporting CCB al-
so gave the Germans pause. It seems
probable that the failure of the z83d
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Regiment to make any headway
against the American right wing in the
Heckhuscheid sector on 16 and 147 De-
cember was largely caused by the sharp
tactics in progressive displacement and
the excellent defensive fires of the 5gist
Field Artillery Battalion (Lt. Col.
Phillip F. Hoover) and its reinforcing
battalions from the corps artillery. The
8-inch howitzers of the 578th Field Ar-
tillery Battalion, for example, fired 108
tons of shells between the beginning of
the German attack and 1030 on 17 De-
cember against the enemy attack posi-
tions opposite the 424th Infantry. But
only in the Heckhuscheid-Winterspelt
sector had the prearranged and sizable
groupment of VIII Corps artillery be-
hind the corps left wing played any de-
cisive role on 16 and 17 December.

Cannae in the Schnee Eifel

During a telephone conversation ear-
ly in the evening of 16 December the
corps commander had apprised Gen-
eral Jones of his concern over the se-
curity of the 422d and 423d Regiments.
General Middleton stressed the impor-
tance of retaining the Schnee Eifel posi-
tion but told Jones that it was unten-
able unless the north flank could be
“heavily protected.” Later, when re-
ports coming into the corps headquar-
ters at Bastogne indicated that enemy
pressure along the corps front was not
only continuing but increasing, Middle-
ton got a call from Jones in which the
106th commander made a tentative sug-
gestion to pull the two regiments back
to less exposed positions. Middieton
answered in the sense of the time-hon-
ored Army rule of decision by “the man
on the ground” and left the phone ex-
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pecting Jones to withdraw.” Perhaps
General Jones’s opinion was altered by
the knowledge that armored support
was on its way, perhaps by the VIII Corps
order, received somewhat later, that no
troops were to be withdrawn unless
their positions became completely un-
tenable. (However, the ‘“hold at all
costs” line drawn to accompany this or-
der was fixed as the west bank of the
Our and all nine rifle battalions of the
106th Division were east of that river.)
Perhaps Jones felt that the corps com-
mander was passing the buck and would
leave him in the lurch if a withdrawal
order was issued. In any case Jones de-
cided not to withdraw the two regi-
ments.

The fateful day for the 106th Division
would be 17 December. On both sides
of the battle line reinforcements were
moving, the Germans to close the trap
on the Schnee Eifel troops, the Amer-
icans to wedge its jaws apart. The bat-
tle had continued all through the night
of 16-17 December, with results whose
impact would be fully appreciated only
after daylight on the 17th.

Colonel Devine, the 14th Cavalry
group commander, left the 106th Divi-
sion command post about o800 on the
morning of 17 December, still, insofar as
it can be ascertained, without instruc-
tions. The previous evening V Corps had
asked VIII Corps to re-establish contact
between the ggth Division and the 14th
Cavalry. This call had been routed to
Colonel Devine, at St. Vith, who spoke
on the phone to the ggth Division head-
quarters and agreed to regain contact at
Wereth. The conversation took place

7Combat Interv with Middleton and Evans;

also Ltr, Middleton to Theater Historian ETO,
30 Jul 45.
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about 2130. But in the ensuing hours
the situation of Devine’s command had
altered radically.

It will be recalled that the 14th Cav-
alry Group had withdrawn to the Holz-
heim-Andler line, breaking contact with
the enemy. About 1830 on 16 December
the units of the 18th Reconnaissance
Squadron which had moved to Holzheim
on the left- of the line withdrew to
Wereth, farther west, with the consent
of the group commander. This move
left Troop A of the g2d by itself at
Holzheim. The troop commander was
concerned with his exposed left flank
and requested permission to move to
Honsfeld, in the ggth Division zone,
somewhat over two miles to the north.
Group headquarters was loath to ap-
prove such a move and asked for a report
by liaison officer. Finally the commander
of Troop A decided to act on his own
initiative; the troop reached Honsfeld
at 2100 and was incorporated in the
defense of that village. Its subsequent
story belongs with that of the ggth
Division.

During the evening German troops
had been reported on the road south
of Holzheim. The executive officer of
the g2d Squadron received this report
at Herresbach, where the squadron
headquarters and Troops E and C were
assembled. Although no Germans had
yet appeared, the executivé officer was
apprehensive lest Herresbach become a
cul-de-sac. The road southeast to Andler
might be ambushed. The poor secondary
road northwest to Wereth was blocked
by fallen trees, probably felled by the
Belgians. Reconnaissance showed one
way out of the village, a poor dirt trail,
which led westward for about four miles
and there joined a fairly good road. It
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was decided that this trail would be used
if the elements in Herresbach had to
withdraw any farther.

As a result of the reshuffling during
the night the cavalry position extended
obliquely southeast from Wereth
through Herresbach to Andler. Troop
B at Andler, then, lay close to the enemy,
directly astride the main approach to
Schonberg and St. Vith. At daybreak
two of the troop’s reconnaissance teams
—about twenty men—were suddenly en-
gulfed by Tiger tanks and infantry.
This apparition was the 506th Panzer
Battalion which had been thrown in by
the Sixth Panzer Army to reinforce its
advance toward Vielsalm, and which had
detoured south of the interarmy bound-
ary in search of a passable road. Con-
tact was momentary. Troop B hastily
withdrew south to Schénberg while the
Tigers went lumbering off to the
northwest. Now that Andler was in en-
emy hands the g2d Cavalry Squadron at
Herresbach was isolated. The squadron
executive officer requested permission to
withdraw via the woods trail, which had
been surveyed earlier, and the 14th Cav-
alry Group commander—who had ar-
rived at his command post in Meyerode
—gave consent. About o830 the gad
Squadron and the numerous strays and
stragglers who had congregated in Her-
resbach began the difficult move. All ve-
hicles finally emerged from the woods
and joined group headquarters at Meye-
rode.

Thus far only Troop B had actually
seen and engaged the Germans. Troop
B was hit again at Schonberg, this time
by elements of the 294th Regiment led
in person by the 18th Volks Grenadier
Division commander, and headed west
along the St. Vith road, looking for a



BREAKTHROUGH AT THE SCHNEE EIFEL

defile or cut which would afford an
effective delaying position. The aban-
donment of Schénberg proved to be
decisive. The northern kampfgruppe
of the 18th Volks Grenadier Division
would shortly be joined by the south-
ern, which had just broken through the
American lines at Bleialf, thus closing
the trap on the American forces within
the triangle Auw-Schénberg-Bleialf.
Troop B finally reached a favorable
point at a sharp bend in the road near
Heuem, about 2,000 yards west of Schon-
berg. Here, while other American troops
streamed through from the east, the
cavalry deployed its six armored cars and
ten machine gun and mortar jeeps. When
the first German vehicle, a tank or as-
" sault gun, rounded the bend two of the
armored cars opened up with g7-mm.
guns which did no damage but induced
it to withdraw. Then, for nearly two
hours, the troopers’ light machine guns
and mortars repelled every attempt that
the advance guard of the 294tZ made to
move forward. Finally at 1050 the 14th
Cavalry Group sent radio orders for
Troop B to withdraw through St. Vith
and rejoin the g2d Squadron northeast
of that city. This move was part of a
general withdrawal which Colonel De-
vine had ordered on his own initiative
after scouts sent out by the 18th Squad-
ron at Wereth reported seeing German
troops to the west (probably the advance
guard of the 3d Parachute Division
moving in the direction of Malmédy) .
By noontime, or shortly thereafter,
the g2d Squadron was in position at
Wallerode and the 18th Squadron was
on the high ground at Born, northwest of
Wallerode. On the whole this repre-
sented a favorable defensive line and
placed the group in position to block the
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main road from Biillingen in the north
to St. Vith. Colonel Devine informed the
headquarters at St. Vith that he had
withdrawn to a “final delaying position,”
and sent an overlay to the 106th com-
mand post showing the new position.
Furthermore, Devine advised that he
would “have |a] counterattack force
available your orders.” It seems that
General Jones did not question this
latest retrograde movement, for it was
reported to the VIII Corps forthwith
and without comment. At 1220 the G—3
journal of the 106th Division records a
telephone message from the 14th Cav-
alry Group asking for “the general plan”
(this was an hour after the withdrawal
message arrived at St. Vith) . The reply
was “stay on the line where you are. Ln
O coming to you.”

Although the 106th Division had not
ordered the group to withdraw in the
first instance to the Wallerode-Born posi-
tion, a cavalry screen in this area would
be very useful as outpost cover for the
7th  Armored Division elements still
moving south to St. Vith. Certainly a
roadblock here to the north of the city
was essential.

But once more the group commander
gave the order to withdraw, this about
1530. There never has been a clear
explanation for this order; the group had
nc contact with the enemy and had re-
ported the Wallerode-Born line as a
“final delaying position.” A liaison offi-
cer from the 106th Division was at the
group command post, but it is impossible
to say whether Colonel Devine received
any definite order to hold this position.
Liaison officers carried the new orders to
the two squadrons: the 18th to occupy
the village of Recht and the g2d to de-
ploy along the Recht River astride the
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St. Vith-Vielsalm road. Again there was
confusion, either in the orders issued or
their execution. Instead of moving back
by separate roads both squadrons moved
onto the main highway leading west
from St. Vith to Vielsalm. Darkness
found the group caught up in the traffic
jam, three columns wide, crawling slowly
out of or into St. Vith.

Before dawn, on 14 December, the
enemy renewed his attack to envelop the
major part of the 106th Division. At
o725 a radio message from the 423d In-
fantry reported that the Germans had
overrun Bleialf and requested the divi-
sion to send help at once to prevent a
thrust in force to the north. In the 14th
Cavalry Group sector, the enemy was in
Andler and driving toward Schénberg.
Finally, at ogop, the news reached the
106th Division command post in St. Vith
that the enemy forces striking north from
Bleialf had pushed the 423d Infantry
back to the northeast and had joined
hands with the forces at Schénberg. The
German plan of envelopment had suc-
ceeded—the 422d and 425d Regiments
were encircled. The only question re-
maining was whether the two units
could break out or be released by an
American counterthrust from the west,
The answer lies in the state and disposi-
ticns of the trapped regiments.

The 2d Battalion, 423d, committed
the previous evening, had organized a
defensive position astride the Auw-
Bleialf road close behind the belea-
guered 58gth Field Artillery Battalion.
Most of the 58gth reached the infantry
lines, but Battery C had become mired
in an area which was under
constant fire and toward dawn the
bogged howitzers were destroyed
where they lay. The medium pieces of
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the 592d Field Artillery Battalion had
been less close-pressed by the German
infantry; during the early morning of 17
December the battalion, with only one
howitzer missing, withdrew to St. Vith.
The two remaining batteries of the 58gth
were less fortunate. While en route to
St. Vith the column was surprised on the
road about a mile south of Schénberg;
three of the remaining pieces were lost
there (two had been lost at firing posi-
tions) . The three howitzers left to the
battalion were emplaced in support of
the hasty defenses being reared around
St. Vith. The 5goth Field Artillery Bat-
talion, having moved north from the
423d Infantry zone during the night, also
was en route to the west when suddenly
its escape was blocked by the tanks which
had struck the g58gth. Reconnaissance
showed that the other exit routes were
held by the enemy or were mired to the
extent of being impassable. The bat-
talion therefore rejoined the forces in
the pocket and took up firing positions
in the Halenfelder Wald. This one
battalion of the division artillery
could be of little help, for its service
battery, sent west for ammunition, would
be unable to return.

While the artillery was attempting es-
cape, with varying degrees of success, the
2d Battalion, 423d, repelled two enemy
attempts to advance south of Auw.
Meanwhile patrols had discovered some
German troops at Laudesfeld, about a
thousand yards west of the battalion
positions. The 2d Battalion commander,
now out of contact with the command
post at St. Vith, decided to fall back and
defend Schonberg. When the battalion
finally turned to follow the artillery out
of the trap, it found the way effectively
blocked by German tanks. Although the
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battalion antitank guns did well in the
unequal contest with the panzers—de-
stroying three at one point—neither they
nor the attached platoon of tank de-
stroyers could hope to force the entry to
the Schonberg road. Puett’s battalion
could now move only in one direction—
to the east. At noontime the 2d Battalion
joined the 423d Infantry near Radscheid.
Communication with the division having
failed, Puett placed himself and his bat-
talion at the disposal of the commander
of the 423d and was ordered into the
perimeter defense slowly forming.

It is probable that both the 423d and
422d were aware of their plight by ogoo;
at least radio reports of the unsuccessful
attempt by the pgoth to run the Schon-
" berg gantlet had been received. The
106th Division took cognizance of the
situation in which the regiments now
found themselves by a radio order sent
out at og4s: “Withdraw from present
positions if they become untenable.”
The message added that the division ex-
pected to clear out the area “west of you”
with reinforcements during the after-
noon. This communication, unfortu-
nately, was delayed in transit. Actually
neither regiment made any move except
to bring some troops out of the Schnee
Eifel and sketch in perimeter defenses.
The only contact between the 422d and
423d was by radio and patrols. During
the afternoon the enemy constricted
their hold, albeit loosely by deployment
along the Bleialf-Auw road, but on the
whole the Americans were left to their
own devices while German infantry,
guns, and vehicles poured past on their
way to the west.

The early morning breakthrough in
the Bleialf sector, necessary to the Ger-
man encirclement of the Schnee Eifel
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forces, had been accomplished by the
southern jaw of the German vise only
after strong exhortation and admonition
of the 293d Regiment by its parent divi-
sion and corps. At the close of 16 Decem-
ber the provisional battalion of the 423d
Infantry still held Bleialf, from which the
enemy had been ejected earlier in the
day. During the night the 293d Regi-
ment re-formed for the attack, urged on
by its higher headquarters, and at og3o
the next morning struck Bleialf in force.
Within an hour the attackers had driven
the provisional battalion from the vil-
lage (the Germans later reported a stiff
fight) and were on the march north to
Schonberg. Nothing stood in the way, al-
though the enemy vanguard ran into the
American artillery withdrawal and was
slightly delayed, and about ogoo the lead-
ing troops of the 293d met their division
commander and his battalion from the
294th near Schénberg.

Most of the Bleialf garrison succeeded
in joining the two rifle battalions of the -
423d. But on the extreme right flank of
the regiment, south of Bleialf, elements
of Company B, 81st Engineer Battalion,
were overrun and Troop B, 18th Cavalry
Squadron, was left isolated. Unable to
reach the 423d, the troop was given per-
mission to try the Schonberg exit. About
dark Troop B started north, followed by
a part of the 106th Reconnaissance
Troop which had become separated
from the 424th Infantry. Keeping to the
west of the enemy-occupied Bleialf-
Schénberg road, the cavalry column
reached the edge of Schénberg. (By this
time the situation was so confused that
a Volkswagen full of grenadiers moved
into the column just ahead of an armored
car—whose gunner promptly destroyed
the intruding vehicle and its occupants.)
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Because Schonberg was known to be
in German hands, the gd Platoon moved
in to determine the situation. The pla-
toon had crossed the Our bridge and was
at the north end of the village when
there appeared a column of American
trucks, but filled with Germans carrying
arms. The three armored cars, forming
the point of the platoon, wheeled over
to the side of the road and raced toward
the head of the column, firing their ma-
chine guns and g§%-mm. cannon as they
passed the yelling Germans. Suddenly a
Mark IV tank slipped out of a side road.
Only one of the American armored cars
got away. When informed by radio of
this engagement the 423d Infantry in-
structed Troop B to “make your own
decision.” Unsuccessful in finding any
passable secondary road, the troopers
destroyed their vehicles and broke up
into small groups for the journey toward
St. Vith. Hiding by day and traveling by
night some fifty reached the St. Vith
lines. The 106th Reconnaissance Troop
had become completely disorganized
while following Troop B, and one pla-
toon was left in Grosslangenfeld with
neither orders nor word of the with-
drawal. Most of the officers and men sur-
rendered the next morning without a
fight.®

When darkness came on 14 December,
some eight or nine thousand Americans
were effectively bottled up west of the
Schnee Eifel. Their story henceforth has
little connection with events outside the
pocket. In addition to the 422d and 423d
Infantry Regiments the list of attached
and supporting units that were severed
from the main thread of American op-

®This according to the FUSA Inspector General
report,
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erations included all or part of the
following:
589th Field Artillery Battalion (-)
5goth Field Artillery Battalion
Company B, 81st Engineer Battal-
ion
Battery D, 6g34th Antiaircraft Auto-
matic Weapons Battalion
Company C, 820th Tank Destroyer
Battalion
Company B, g31st Medical Battal-
ion
106th Reconnaissance Troop
Troop B, 18th Cavalry Reconnais-
sance Squadron (-)

The 422d Infantry on that night was
forming a perimeter defense, its center
south of Schlausenbach. To the south-
west the 423d Infantry was assuming a
similar stance on the high ground around
Oberlascheid and Buchet. At the mo-
ment there was no shortage of rifle
ammunition, there was a basic load for
the mortars (but the 5goth Field Artil-
lery Battalion had only about goo rounds
for its 1o5-mm. howitzers), approxi-
mately one day’s extra K rations were at
hand, and surgical supplies were very
short. Most of the regimental vehicles
had been saved—although the service
company of the 422d had been cut off
near Auw and some kitchen trucks had
been lost. Casualties were not high in
either regiment; the 422d, for example,
reported only forty wounded for evacua-
tion.

Both regimental commanders had
been assured by radio that reinforce-
ments from the west would attempt to
break through sometime after daylight
on 18 December and, further, that sup-
plies would be dropped by air. A divi-
sion order to withdraw to the Our River,
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sent out at 1445, was followed six hours
later by the question: “When do you
plan to move?” These orders, relayed
through the artillery radio net, took a
long time and much repetition before
they could reach the entrapped regi-
ments. The initial order to withdraw
to the Our River line was not received
until about midnight of the 17th. The
two regimental commanders agreed that
this order now was out of date because
messages, signed later in the day, had
promised resupply by air.

Late in the evening of the 17th Gen-
eral Jones consulted the VIII Corps
commander and at o215 the next morn-
ing sent out an order: “Panzer regtl C'T
on Elmerscheid *-Schénberg-St.  Vith
Rd, head near St. Vith. Our mission is to
destroy by fire from dug in positions S
of Schénberg-St. Vith Rd. Am, food and
water will be dropped. When mission
accomplished, move to area St. Vith-
Wallerode—Weppler. Organize and move
to W.” This message reached the 423d
Infantry, which alone had some sporadic
radio link with the division, about 0730;
it reached the 422d Infantry about half
an hour later. The regimental com-
manders decided to begin the move to
the west at 1000, with their regiments
abreast (although the only contact was
by patrol) and in column of battalions.
As understood, the mission was to ad-
vance across the Bleialf-Schénberg road
and attack from the south side of the
road between Schénberg and St. Vith,
that is, bypassing Schonberg.

From the time of this joint decision
there was little contact between the regi-
ments. The 429d destroyed its kitchens

® Probably this message referred to the Amel-
scheid “cut-off” through which the Americans had
been attempting to evade the enemy.
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and excess equipment, left the wounded
with medical aid men in the regimental
collecting station, and started off on the
road through Oberlascheid and Rad-
scheid.’* About 1130 Puett’s 2d Battal-
ion, leading, met the Germans near the
Schonberg-Bleialf road. With the aid of
its heavy weapons company, whose mor-
tars did yeoman service, the battalion
began to push the enemy back toward
Bleialf. Meanwhile Colonel Cavender
had gone forward to see what the situa-
tion was, but en route he received a radio
message from General Jones telling him
that the relief attack by the American
armor would not take place and ordering
the two regiments to shift their move to
Schénberg. Cavender passed word of
this new mission to Colonel Descheneaux
and ordered his own gd Battalion to
come up on Puett’s right. At noon Puett
sent an urgent plea for help, but none
arrived at this critical point in the fire
fight and the attack finally lost momen-
tum. The gd Battalion had advanced
across the Ihren Creek and dug in per-
haps 1,000 to 1,500 yards from the edge
of Schonberg, but in doing so lost touch
with both its own regiment and the 422d
Infantry. About dusk the 1st Battalion
was put in on the left of the 2d to help
clear the German infantry from the
woods astride the Bleialf-Schénberg
road, but the psychological moment had
passed.?

The last message from the division
(actually dispatched at 1445 the day be-
fore) was heard an hour or so before

1 Lt. Col. William Craig, commanding officexr of
the 1st Battalion, died of wounds on this day.

1,5t Lt. R. H. Thompson personally destroyed
two enemy machine guns and their crews in this
series of actions; he then made a lone attack on
an enemy assault gun and was seriously wounded.
He received the DSC.
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midnight, “It is imperative that Schén-
berg be taken.” Colonel Cavender al-
ready had decided to disengage his two
left battalions, in light of the next mis-
sion, and shift northward to support a
dawn attack by the gd Battalion. By this
time the 423d was going it alone, for all
attempts to reach the sister regiment had
failed. During the night the regiment
pulled itself together in some semblance
of order along Ridge 546, just southeast
of Schénberg. Losses had been high—
some goo casualties (including 16 offi-
cers) . No more rounds were left for the
81-mm. mortars, most of the machine
guns were gone, there was little bazooka
ammunition, and rifle clips were low.

The surrounding enemy forces were
surprised that the American regiments
made no move to counterattack during
the night of 18-19 December; one report
says: “In the Kessel absolute quiet
reigned.” The troops actually ringing the
pocket were relatively few: the 293d In-
fantry Regiment, the 18th Volks Grena-
dier Division Replacement Battalion
(which had come over the Schnee Eifel),
and the newly arrived 669th Ost Battal-
ion. Since the roads at the Schénberg
bottleneck were jammed, the LXVI
Corps commander could bring only one
battalion of field guns that far forward;
therefore the corps artillery was in-
structed to concentrate fire on the
pocket during the 1gth.

The 423d still was attempting to form
for the attack, when, an hour or so after
dawn on 19 December, German field
pieces along the Bleialf-Schénberg road
opened fire, sweeping the southeastern
slope of Ridge 536. Soon the shelling
ceased and the enemy infantry closed in,
overrunning the ggoth Field Artillery
Battalion and other heterogeneous units
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which had been moving in the rear of
the rifle battalions. Despite this blow
Lt. Col. Earl F. Klinck’s gd Battalion
jumped off in good order at 1000. One
company was cut off and captured, but
two rifle companies reached the environs
of Schonberg, then had to retire in a
storm of antiaircraft fire. The 1st Battal-
ion was able to put one company in the
advance, but by midafternoon it was
eliminated. When brought forward on
the right the 2d Battalion became sepa-
rated and was subjected to fire from the
422d Infantry, then about 400 yards to
the north. At last, with tactical control
gone, only five to ten rifle rounds per
man, no supporting weapons, and an in-
creasing number of wounded untended
(despite yeoman effort by the regimental
surgeon, Maj. Gaylord D. Fridline, and
his staff) , the commander of the 428d
Infantry surrendered his regiment. The
time was about 16g0.

The experience of the 42ed Infantry
was very similar to that of its sister regi-
ment. Largely quiescent during the 17th,
the 422d acted as promptly as possible
when the division order was received on
the following morning. Colonel Desche-
neaux, acting in concert with the 424d,
ordered an advance in column of battal-
ions, the axis to the northwest in the
direction of Schonberg. Excess equip-
ment was destroyed, the wounded were
left with an aid man, the regimental can-
non company fired its last smoke rounds
into Auw (as a slight deterrent to enemy
observers), then spiked the pieces. In two
columns—one made up of foot troops
lugging all portable weapons, the other
made up of regimental vehicles—the
movement encountered nothing but
small groups of the enemy. Reconnais-
sance had been confined to the map, al-
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though the I and R Platoon was used
as point during the march, and when
the two columns reassembled at dusk the
422d was lost. A wood had been selected
on the map as a suitable assembly area
from which to launch a co-ordinated
attack against Schénberg, this about one
and a half miles from the village. In fact,
however, the regiment had bivouacked
northeast of Oberlascheid in a wood
about three miles from its objective—
nor apparently was anyone the wiser.
During the early evening the I and R
Platoon reported that contact had been
made with the neighboring regiment,
which intended to attack Schénberg. No
further liaison was made. While gunfire
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sounded off to the west and northwest
the rifle battalions marched through the
darkness to three smaller woods, prepara-
tory for an attack at daylight on the 1gth.
The dispositions now taken were farther
to the north, facing the Bleialf-Auw
road, with the battalions deployed so that
the 1st Battalion was farthest north, the
2d Battalion in the center, and the gd
Battalion on the south. At daybreak the
three battalions moved out abreast, ad-
vancing in approach march formation
toward the objective—Schonberg—be-
lieved to be little more than a mile
distant. The leading troops were just
crossing the Bleialf-Auw road when they
were hit by machine gun and tank fire

The tank is a German Tiger.
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coming from the north. At this point the
road curved to the east, and the enemy
apparently had taken a position in woods
north of the bend which allowed him to
enfilade the straightway. The 1st Battal-
ion commander ordered his men to turn
back from the road and move southward.
In the meantime the 2d and gd Battal-
ions had jumped off, but at the road
their lead companies also came under
severe frontal and flanking fire.

It will be recalled that the 422d and
its sister regiment to the south had no
contact. While the right wing battalion
of the 423d was attempting to advance
northwestward, it was discerned by the
left flank troops of the 422d who, mis-
taking this movement for a German
flanking attack, poured bullet fire into
the draw where the men of the 423d
were moving. In the brief exchange of
fire which followed both these inner
flank units became considerably disor-
ganized.

But finally it was fire superiority in
the hands of the enemy which checked
further movement. About 1400, tanks
were heard approaching from the north.
In a last desperate flare of optimism the
Americans thought that these were
friendly tanks—but they were not. By a
stroke of ill fortune the Fuehrer Begleit
Brigade had been ordered forward to
support the LXVI Corps attack on St.
Vith. En route from Auw to Schénberg,
the panzers arrived at the fork where
the road split toward Schénberg and
Bleialf just in time to give the coup-de-
grdce. The tanks rolled through the bat-
talions on the right while the German
infantry poured in from the woods. At
1430 the regimental commander decided
to surrender that part of his regiment
which was disorganized and entrapped.

THE ARDENNES: BATTLE OF THE BULGE

After negotiations to determine that the
Germans would feed the Americans and
provide care for the wounded, the sur-
render was completed about 1600.

A group of about 400, however, were
reorganized by the 2d Battalion execu-
tive officer (Maj. Albert A. Ouellette)
in the woods which had been the 2d
Battalion assembly area. This group at-
tempted to move southwest the follow-
ing day, but it too was surrounded. After
destroying weapons and equipment OQue-
llette’s people surrendered on the morn-
ing of 21 December. Another band,
representing most of the vehicular col-
umn, had attempted to break out
through Bleialf on the late afternoon of
19 December but was halted by a mine
field at the edge of the village, sur-
rounded, and forced to capitulate. Not
more than 150 men of the 422d Infantry
succeeded in escaping to the American
lines.

The number of officers and men taken
prisoner on the capitulation of the two
regiments and their attached troops can-
not be accurately ascertained. At least
seven thousand were lost here and the
figure probably is closer to eight or nine
thousand. The amount lost in arms and
equipment, of course, was very substan-
tial. The Schnee Eifel battle, therefore,
represents the most serious reverse suf-
fered by American arms during the
operations of 1944—45 in the European
theater. The Americans would regard
this defeat as a blow to Allied prestige.
The Germans would see in this victory,
won without great superiority in num-
bers, a dramatic reaffirmation of the
Schlieffen-Cannae concept.

The fate of the two regiments was not
immediately known to the 106th Divi-
sion and the VIII Corps. The last mes-
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sage radioed out of the pocket had been
dispatched at 1535 on 18 December,
simply saying that the regiments had
started to comply with the orders for an
attack to the northwest; it was received at
St. Vith on the morning of the 1gth. By
the night of the 20th the division must
have given up hope, what with the Ger-
man reinforcements from the east con-
gregating in front of St. Vith, but one
last attempt to reach the 423d Infantry
by radio was made two days later.

The Question of Air Resupply

One question mark still dangles over
the fate of the two regiments captured
in the Schnee Eifel. Why were they not
resupplied by airdrop? General Jones
and the two regimental commanders
made their wants known as early as the
17th and evidently had some reason to
believe that ammunition, medical sup-
plies, and other necessities would be
delivered to the encircled regiments be-
fore they essayed the final attempt at
escape. Although most of the processing
involved in handling the 106th Division
requests was by telephone and without
record, two facts are certain: General
Jones did all in his power to secure air
resupply; the weather did permit planes
to fly on 18 December when resupply
was most needed.2

2 Much effort has been made to trace this story
through the numerous headquarters which were
involved, but there are great gaps in the journal
files. Interviews with officers concerned have only
compounded confusion, yielding bits and pieces of
information, which, lacking in written record,
cannot be put together in sequence. Royce L.
Thompson made an exhaustive search of the rec-
ords and conducted a number of personal inter-
views with officers involved in staffing the 106th
requests. See his Air Supply to Isolated Units;
Ardennes Campaign. OCMH, 1951.
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At 1051 on 17 December the com-
mander of the 423d Infantry radioed a
request for an airdrop. Relayed through
the division artillery net, this request
was logged in at the 106th Division head-
quarters at 1500. In the meantime Jones
apparently decided to act on his own and
asked the VIII Corps air officer to ar-
range a resupply mission. The time of
this conversation cannot be fixed, but by
1345 a message was en route from St.
Vith to the 423d Infantry promising a
drop in the vicinity of Buchet “tonight.”
Within a quarter of an hour a second
message was on the air for the 422d. The
VIII Corps air officer (Lt. Col. Josiah T.
Towne) meanwhile had relayed Jones’s
request through the IX Fighter Com-
mand to the IX Tactical Air Com-
mand.!3 At this point the chain of events
and the chain of responsibility both be-
come unclear.

The IX Tactical Air Command nor-
mally would have referred the request
to First Army for clearance. The report
of the G-4 at the latter headquarters
simply says that on the afternoon of 14
December the plight of the two regi-
ments was made known by telephone
calls and that preparations for supply by
air “were promptly set in motion.” 14
Since carrier planes would have to come
from the United Kingdom it was neces-
sary at some stage to bring CATOR
(Combined Air Transport Operations
Room) at SHAEF into the picture. How
many telephone calls were made before
the First Army request reached CATOR

#Dupuy (St. Vith: Lion in the Way, page
134£), goes no further than the First Army head-
quarters to find a culprit, following in this the
combat interview with Colonel Towne, 16 January
1945.

914 First United States Army, Report of Opera-
tions, an. 2, G—4 Sec, p. 120f.
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and how many headquarters were in-
volved cannot be determined.

The IX Troop Carrier Command,
whose planes would fly the mission, got
the word from CATOR sometime dur-
ing the early morning of the 18th with
orders to prepare forty planeloads of
ammunition and medical supplies. The
435th Troop Carrier Group, at Welford,
drew this assignment and loaded up with
parapacks and door bundles. Orders
were precise. The group was to fly to the
airfield at Florennes, Belgium, and there
be briefed on the mission and meet its
fighter cover. The Welford base was
closing in when—at an unspecified time
—the first serial took off. Nonetheless
twenty-three C—47’s arrived in the air
over Florennes. This field, it is reported,
was “too busy to take care of the 435th
formation,” which was ordered to an-
other field near Liege. The commander
and his wingman landed at Florennes,
however, only to find that there was no
information for a briefing, nobody had
the map co-ordinates for the scheduled
drop, and no fighter escort had been
arranged. During this time the 435th had
been diverted again, finally landing at
Dreux in France. Here the planes would
stay until 23 December, their original
mission on-again, off-again daily. Some-
where along the line additional requests
from the 106th Division had swelled the
mission to 138 planeloads and ultimately
it was decided to make this larger drop
with planes from the United Kingdom.

THE ARDENNES: BATTLE OF THE BULGE

The entire mission was canceled on 22
December in order to support the 101st
Airborne Division at Bastogne.?

Two melancholy facts emerge from
this story: fixed responsibility and co-
ordination were lacking; supplies pre-
pared for airdropping had to come from
the United Kingdom, despite the fact
that Allied ground troops were at the
German border. Attempts to prevent a
similar fiasco were initiated in a matter
of days, but too late to help the d