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  The action of the 3rd U.S. Division and the remainder of the 21st Corps in the Colmar pocket might have been more strikingly portrayed to the people at home.


  —General Dwight D. Eisenhower, to Omar Nelson Bradley and Jacob Loucks Devers, March 12, 1945


  


  The presence of rotting logs deep in the forest primeval testifies that they do indeed crash to the earth even if no one’s around to hear them. The fact that a battle is unknown, was passed over in silence, does not by any means justify the notion that it was not fought, or, more precisely, that in some way it was an insignificant struggle, a mere skirmish.—John Mosier, Verdun, The Lost History of the Most Important Battle of World War I, 2013


  


  Major General Raymond O. Barton of the American 4th Infantry Division visited one of his battalions to spur them on with assurances that the German formation in front of them [in 1944 France] was only second rate and not much of an opponent. A young S-2 (Intelligence) lieutenant remarked: “General, I think you’d better put the Germans on the distribution list. They don’t seem to realize that.”


  —Russell F. Weigley, Eisenhower’s Lieutenants, 1981


  


  I hope that in the final settlement of the war, you insist that the Germans retain Lorraine because I can imagine no greater burden than to be the owner of this nasty country where it rains everyday and where the whole wealth of the people consists in assorted manure piles.—General George S. Patton, Jr., letter to Secretary of War Henry L. Stimson


  


  Campaigns and battles are nothing but a long series of difficulties to be overcome. The lack of equipment, the lack of food, the lack of this or that are only excuses; the real leader displays his quality in his triumph over adversity, however great it may be.—General of the Army George C. Marshall, Chief of Staff, U.S. Army


  


  They wish to hell they were someplace else, and they wish to hell they would get relief. They wish to hell the mud was dry and they wish to hell their coffee was hot. They want to go home. But they stay in their wet holes and fight, and then they climb out and crawl through minefields and fight some more.—Bill Mauldin
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  THE SIXTH ARMY GROUP


  


  


  It was December 1944, and the Allies had managed to push a mere 22 miles inside the German border. Fighting since early June had cleared France and Belgium of German forces. More recently Holland had been partially liberated by a massive Anglo-American-Polish airborne and ground offensive which had opened a corridor through the country, but in the end had failed to bring Allied forces into northern Germany. The U.S. Ninth Army had cleared the Roer River Plain, and the First Army had bled itself heavily in clearing the Huertgen Forest. The First Canadian Army had cleared the French Channel coast and, after a critical delay, captured Antwerp, vital for logistic support of all the Allied armies. The British Second Army had finished clearing the Netherlands south and west of the Maas River. To the south, the U.S. Third Army had cleared Lorraine and reached the West Wall (“Siegfried Line”) along the Saar River. Further south, the 6th Army Group had occupied almost the entire west bank of the upper Rhine River except for a large German pocket around the French city of Colmar.


  The 6th Army Group had almost not joined the battle in Western Europe. Strategic planners, heavily influenced by the American chiefs of staff, had originally planned a second invasion of France to support and join with the major landings in Normandy. The fate of this second invasion was heavily debated between the American and British planners, spurred by British Prime Minister Winston Churchill’s earnest desire to continue operations in the Mediterranean. After much argument, postponement and re-organization, the original plan to invade Southern France was executed on August 15, 1944.


  Initial resistance was moderate, and the 6th Army Group advanced rapidly up the route towards the so-called “Belfort Gap.” Hard fighting took place around the French city of Montelimar before the beachhead could break out into open territory. Bypassing the Italian and Swiss Borders and leaving token forces to watch the German forces in Italy, the pursuit continued. Another heavy battle developed at Dijon, but the German forces were too weak to long delay the advancing Allies. Back along the Mediterranean coast, French forces fought hard for the French Mediterranean ports, particularly Marseille and Toulon, which were vital to maintain the advancing 6th Army Group. Their swift conquest of these cities allowed the Allies to obtain additional ports for logistical support, something that was sorely needed until the port of Antwerp could be restored to full service. It wasn’t until the advancing armies entered the Vosges Mountains that German resistance stiffened considerably, and the consequence was a delayed advance to the German border at the Rhine. In accordance with an agreement with the Supreme Allied Commander, General Dwight D. Eisenhower, 6th Army Group assumed command over its two armies—U.S. Seventh Army and French First Army—on September 15, 1944.


  Additional stands by the Germans at Epinal, St. Dié, and on the Moselle River further slowed the advance, although the 6th Army Group kept pace with the equally delayed advances to their north. Nevertheless by mid-December 1944, the 6th Army Group was well entrenched along the Upper Rhine River. Only one glaring enclave remained in German hands west of the river—that which surrounded the city of Colmar.


  


  Although the original responsibility for planning and launching the invasion of Southern France rested with General Sir Henry Maitland (“Jumbo”) Wilson in his capacity as Supreme Allied Commander, Mediterranean Theater, by September 6th Army Group had come under the command of General Eisenhower, Supreme Commander, Allied Expeditionary Forces. General Eisenhower had a truly allied force under his command. The 21st Army Group included British, Canadian, Polish, French, Belgian, Czechoslovakian, Norwegian and other European troops in its ranks. The 12th U.S. Army Group consisted of mostly American troops. The newly added 6th Army Group added many more American and French troops to the mix.


  During the latter stages of the planning for the invasion of Southern France it became apparent that because of multiple armies—of multiple nationalities—participating, control of such a diversified group would require an Army Group Headquarters. Having already set up an advanced planning and administrative headquarters under his chief deputy, General Wilson eventually activated the 6th Army Group and appointed that same deputy, Lieutenant General Jacob L. Devers, as the commanding officer.


  Jacob Loucks Devers was born September 8, 1887, in York, Pennsylvania. He was commissioned into the artillery from West Point in 1909, and served on the staff of the Field Artillery School during World War I. Captain Devers instructed at West Point 1919–24 before graduating from the Army’s Command and General Staff School. By 1940, he was a brigadier general and commanding the 9th Infantry Division. It was in 1940 in Panama that Devers first met General George C. Marshall, the United States Army Chief of Staff. General Devers made a good impression on Marshall, who closely watched and mentored Dever’s future career. Major General Devers then commanded the Armored Force between July 1941 and May 1943. Promoted to lieutenant general, he was Commander of the European Theater of Operations, U.S. Army, from May 1943 until January 1944, when General Eisenhower took over. Pleased to be out from under all the political maneuvering surrounding the coming Allied invasion of Northern France, General Devers went to the Mediterranean Theater of Operations as deputy supreme commander, the position he held when General Wilson created the 6th Army Group.


  General Devers would command two distinct armies under this new headquarters. The most experienced was the Seventh U.S. Army, commanded by Lieutenant General Alexander McCarrell Patch, Jr. Born November 23, 1889, at Fort Huachuca, Arizona, he attended Lehigh University before graduating from West Point in 1913. Commissioned into the infantry, he served on the Mexican border in 1916 before commanding a machine gun battalion in France during World War I. Between tours of teaching at Staunton Military Academy, he graduated from the Command and General Staff School and the Army War College. By 1941, Alexander M. Patch, Jr. was a brigadier general in charge of training at Fort Bragg, Georgia. Promoted to major general, he was sent to the Pacific and ordered to organize the Americal Division from individual units on Samoa and neighboring islands. General Patch led this division in the Guadalcanal Campaign before commanding the III and IV Corps between 1943 and 1944. Promoted to lieutenant general in August 1944, Patch was bringing his IV Corps headquarters to Italy when he was, instead, given command of the Seventh Army and directed to lead it in the invasion of Southern France.


  General Patch’s command was equally experienced. Formed and activated at sea off the coast of Sicily as it sailed to invade that island in July 1943, Seventh Army and the British Eighth Army completed that invasion in a month of bitter fighting. When its first commander, Lieutenant General George S. Patton, was relieved of command, it languished on Sicily, passing most of its combat units to the Fifth U.S. Army for the invasion of mainland Italy. When planning for the invasion of Southern France began in earnest, a planning group, known as Force 163, was organized and eventually absorbed into the Seventh Army staff. At this time, consisting of just a skeleton headquarters and a few service units, the army was without a commander. General Patton had left for England and General Mark W. Clark, then commanding Fifth Army in Italy but slated to command Seventh Army when it re-entered combat in France, had not taken command. In effect, the senior officer present, Brigadier General Garrison H. Davidson, the Army’s engineer officer, directed planning early in 1944.


  General Clark’s command of the Seventh Army was another casualty of the Allied landings at Anzio, in Italy. Because the intensity of operations there required General Clark’s full attention, it was decided in February to replace General Clark with General Patch, who had only recently arrived in the Mediterranean Theater, bringing his IV Corps headquarters with him. The Seventh Army finally had the commander who would lead them back into combat in Europe.


  


  The other major component of 6th Army Group was the First French Army, sometimes known as Army “B.” General Charles de Gaulle, President of the French Committee of National Liberation, and Chief of French Armed Forces, pressed for a senior command for a French officer in the newly formed attack force. He demanded this for the prestige of France and to strengthen his own Committee of National Liberation. But political problems intervened, and both President Franklin D. Roosevelt and Prime Minister Winston S. Churchill refused to agree to anything beyond the military sphere. Forced to accept American conditions, he agreed to submit the Army of Free France to overall American command. Because the French commitment, some seven or eight divisions plus support troops, would be greater initially than the American contingent, the French insisted on a senior French commander. Initially rejected, this demand later was granted, resulting in the formation of the First French Army. General de Gaulle, without American knowledge or consent, immediately appointed General Jean de Lattre de Tassigny as commander of all French ground forces participating in the Southern France operations. At the time, General de Lattre commanded Army “B,” a higher French headquarters controlling most of the French ground troops in the Mediterranean. After some discussion, General de Gaulle and General Wilson agreed that once two or more French corps were ashore in Southern France, General de Lattre could activate Army “B,” later designated the First French Army.


  Jean-Marie Gabriel de Lattre de Tassigny was born February 2, 1889 at Mouilleron-en-Pareds, in the Vendée region of France. He entered the French Military Academy at St. Cyr in 1908 and upon graduation chose the cavalry as his branch of service. After serving in combat with the horse-mounted cavalry until 1915, he transferred to the infantry. Sixteen months at Verdun at the height of that ferocious battle found him at the end of the war as a battalion commander, with four wounds and eight battle citations. He then served in North Africa where he was severely wounded and invalided home. Colonel de Lattre served on the General Staff and commanded an infantry regiment at Metz before attaining general rank in March 1939. He commanded the 14th Infantry Division in the Battle of France and in the Armistice Army under Petain, but in September 1941 was posted to North Africa as part of the Vichy forces. Reassigned to the 16th Infantry Division in Southern France, he was arrested when he refused to obey orders to welcome the German Army into unoccupied France. Sentenced to ten years imprisonment, he escaped with the help of family and the French underground and made it to London, where he joined General de Gaulle. After organizing and training much of de Gaulle’s forces, he received his appointment to command French Army “B.”¹


  Like the U.S. Seventh Army, the French First Army had much experience in this war. Besides containing thousands of veterans of the 1940 Battle of France, many of its units had fought the Germans and Italians in North Africa and Italy. Indeed, its mountain troops had been heavily relied upon by General Clark in his struggle through the mountains of central Italy. Although some of its units were without combat experience, they would learn quickly under the tutelage of experienced officers and veterans.


  


  Although the invasion and subsequent pursuit to the Rhine had gone as well as any other operation under Supreme Headquarters, Allied Expeditionary Forces (SHAEF), 6th Army Group had a hidden problem that would plague its operations throughout the push into Germany. Although difficult to pinpoint and never very obvious, there was discomfort between Generals Eisenhower and Devers. Many at SHAEF headquarters viewed the 6th Army Group as an “outsider,” or “orphan outfit.” By and large this was due to the fact that although the Army chief of staff, General Marshall, had personally approved of the appointment of General Devers to command the army group, General Eisenhower had reservations. Back before the war there had been rivalry between Generals Eisenhower and Devers with respect to their careers. Both had graduated from West Point, General Devers the senior by several years. Yet now General Eisenhower was the senior commander by one grade in rank. Neither had seen combat service in World War I yet both had achieved high positions by the outbreak of the current war. General Eisenhower was assistant chief of staff for Marshall while Devers was chief of the new Armored Force. General Devers had commanded the U.S. Army’s European Theater of Operations until replaced by General Eisenhower. It was known that Devers had been on Marshall’s “short list” to command the invasion of France, Operation “Overlord,” and that General Eisenhower had promoted his own candidate, Lieutenant General Omar N. Bradley, for that post. General Eisenhower had also persuaded Marshall to remove both Devers and his air commander, Lieutenant General Ira Eaker, commanding the 8th U.S. Army Air Force, from England to Italy. General Eisenhower had surrounded himself with old friends, including Generals Bradley and George S. Patton, pulling the latter from the Mediterranean Theater. Yet when pressed by Marshall to accept Devers in his Theater of Operations, Eisenhower agreed, saying his earlier doubts were based upon impressions and vague references to Devers that he had heard over time, which appears to be misleading. General Eisenhower must also have been aware that like himself, Devers’ career was closely watched by Marshall. Eisenhower agreed that based upon Devers’ record in the Mediterranean Theater of Operations, he would accept him “cheerfully and willingly.” Some have commented that the real motivation for Eisenhower’s decision was the fact that his forces were pinned down in Normandy, and his knowing that Devers’ appointment would go further to ensure an invasion of Southern France (then again under review) that would bring relief to his own stalled forces.²


  Nor was the French command free of personality clashes. General de Lattre soon inherited from the American Army the 2nd French Armored Division (Division Blindée), commanded by Major General Jacques Philippe LeClerc de Hautecloque. General LeClerc, also a career French Army officer and graduate of St. Cyr, had never surrendered after the fall of France in 1940, and had instead escaped from a hospital where he was being treated for wounds and made it to England where he joined the Free French Forces. Since then he had raised, organized and trained the 2nd French Armored Division. During much of this time he had served under American command, and had led his unit in combat since mid-summer. He viewed General de Lattre and others who had once surrendered to the Germans and served Vichy as defeatist and disloyal to the honor of France. At one point LeClerc refused to serve under de Lattre, calling his army “corrupted and spoiled.”³


  Further complicating matters in the French Army were the absorption of thousands of former resistance fighters. French units early in the campaign consisted mostly of North African soldiers who fought exceedingly well in North Africa and Italy, but whose bodies were unused to the cooler climates of northern Europe. As a result many were detailed to garrison duties in the south of France. To replace these essential troops, many thousands of Free French resistance fighters were sent into the infantry and armored divisions of the French First Army as replacements. These men had a variety of backgrounds and political agendas, and trust between them was often lacking. Indeed, so bad did this situation become at times that General Patch seriously considered withdrawing the French Corps from the front line. Even General Eisenhower would later acknowledge to General Bradley that only his desire to allow the French to participate in the liberation of their nation prevented him from assigning the Seventh Army to Bradley’s 12th Army Group and using the French as garrison troops. In the end, only the common goal of liberating France and defeating the Germans held the First French Army together.


  


  Indeed, the French Army remained divided throughout the war. In 1942 there were two groups claiming to represent the French Armed Forces. General de Gaulle commanded one and the other, in North Africa, was led by Admiral Jean Louis Xavier Francois Darlan, who was as interested in politics as he was in helping the Allies. He not only controlled most French ground forces in North Africa, but as an Admiral also controlled the powerful French Fleet stationed there to keep it out of the hands of Germany. It was only when Admiral Darlan was assassinated that the two halves of the French Armed Forces came together, albeit with difficulties that lingered throughout the war. Nevertheless in January 1943, General Henri Honoré Giraud, who succeeded Admiral Darlan, signed an agreement with the American president, Franklin D. Roosevelt, which provided for the creation of a French battle corps that would encompass three armored and eight infantry divisions. The necessary support establishment of tank destroyers, reconnaissance, engineers, antiaircraft and medical units would be included. The American policy was to equip the French with modern military equipment and to maintain a French Army of about 250,000 men.⁴ Supplies for these forces would come from the “common pool” of Allied, mostly American, logistical support quantities. All told, a force of 11 divisions and an air force of 450 aircraft were to be created, with the customary support and logistical units. The Allies were quick to include in the agreement that nothing in it bound them to re-equip the re-built French National Army after hostilities ceased.


  From the very beginning the French had a manpower problem. While they could draw from their North African colonies sufficient manpower to initially staff several divisions, they could not rely on a steady supply of replacements and reinforcements. Nearly all of their manpower reserves were in occupied France. In order to get the new program moving, they elected to fill the combat units in the first three divisions, leaving the support units unstaffed. This did not meet the American military’s conditions, and the support units had to be staffed as the combat units were being built. By May 1943 the 2nd Moroccan Infantry Division, or 2nd Division d’Infanterie Morocaine, was staffed and in training. The 3rd Algerian Infantry Division (3rd Division d’Infanterie Algerienne) and 4th Moroccan Mountain Division (4th Division Marocaine de Montagne) soon followed. Additional units, not included in the agreement with the Allies, were also being created using British, French and American materiel not a part of the original agreement. These included a separate 8,000-man infantry brigade and a regiment of Tabors, native African mountain soldiers.⁵ A shock battalion was also raised.⁶


  While this was going on, the two sides of the French command came together in June and July to work out a mutual agreement on future operations. They divided up the responsibilities so that General Giraud controlled the military aspects while General de Gaulle controlled the political and economic issues. Soon thereafter the National Council of Resistance, in occupied France, agreed to accept General de Gaulle as their political leader and General Giraud as their military leader. This agreement placed two additional forces under General Giraud. The first was General Leclerc’s 2nd French Armored Division, which had been training separately. The second was known commonly as the 1st Free French Division, or Koenig Division, after its commander. This latter unit was British-supported and would later take the name 1st (French) Infantry Division, but most know it by its earlier title.


  Arguments about how many divisions the French would raise and whether they should be infantry or armored continued throughout 1943. Shortages of men and materiel, along with increased pressure to get French units into combat for the prestige of France, forced the cancellation of the planned 8th Algerian Infantry Division and delayed the completion of the 10th Colonial Infantry Division. The 7th Algerian Infantry Division was broken up and its men and equipment distributed to other French units. In the end, by January 1944, when the French Expeditionary Corps was deployed to Italy, the plan had been reduced to a total of eight divisions, five of infantry and three armored. Not all would fight in Italy, but all would fight in France later that year.⁷


  


  The City of Colmar was founded in the 9th century and was the location where the Carolingian Emperor Charles the Fat held a diet in 884. Three hundred years later it was granted the status of a free imperial city by the Emperor Frederick II. It adopted the Protestant Reformation in 1575, well after most of its neighbors had done so. It had seen war often and long before the Germans and Allies came in 1944, as when the city was seized by the Swedish Army in 1632 and held by them for two years. Conquered by France under King Louis XIV in 1673 and officially ceded to that country by the 1679 Treaties of Nijmegen, it was, along with the rest of the Alsace Province, incorporated into the new German Empire during the Franco-Prussian War of 1871. Now a part of the Alsace-Lorraine Provinces, it was once again returned to France after World War I by the Treaty of Versailles. By 1940, Alsace-Lorraine, and Colmar along with it, was back in Germany as a result of the fall of France that same year.


  Although the weather in this area is described as pleasant, and wine growing is today a staple of the local inhabitants, in 1944 the French saw a much different climate. General de Lattre, commanding French 1st Army, recalled the necessity to delay attacks due to “frightful weather.”⁸ He remembered snow “more than three feet deep” trapping his forward infantrymen in advanced positions and preventing any reinforcements or supplies getting to them. Temperatures hovered around zero degrees Fahrenheit. General Leclerc is recalled as having described it as “Siberian.”


  Colmar is 40 miles (64 kilometers) south-southwest of the major city of Strasbourg. It is directly to the east of the Vosges Mountains and connected to the Rhine River by a canal. It lies in the natural trench created by the Rhine between the Vosges Mountains and the Black Forest. These two sharply defined mountain regions also defined the area soon to be known as the “Colmar Pocket.” Within the area innumerable streams, brooks, small rivers and canals stood in the path of the oncoming 6th Army Group. The advance would require considerable bridging of these and other obstacles, and supplies to the forward units would be negatively affected if they were not built quickly, keeping pace with the advance.


  Although the Germans were retreating, they did not go quietly. The struggles of 6th Army Group with German opposition were often downplayed, and referred to in some references as the “Champagne Campaign.” While some units did enjoy a placid occupation of southern France, others did not. One such was the veteran 3rd Infantry Division. Fighting north from its landing beaches it often encountered stiff enemy opposition. One such locale was Noroy-le-Bourg, France, on September 12, 1944. The attached armored battalion, the 756th Tank Battalion, was supporting an attack on the town which was defended by an unknown force of the enemy. Second Lieutenant Raymond Zussman, of Hamtramck, Michigan, was leading a two-tank section supporting the infantry when his tank became bogged down in the mud. Undeterred and determined to gain his objective, Lieutenant Zussman dismounted and, armed only with a carbine, proceeded well in advance of the infantry and his remaining tank. He sought out enemy troops and positions, and then returned to direct fire on these positions. Numerous German soldiers surrendered to the intrepid lieutenant. These he turned over to the infantrymen and went back out alone to find new targets. Finding a roadblock, he had his tank knock it out. Standing fully exposed to enemy fire from barely 50 yards away, he oversaw the destruction of the roadblock and then accepted the surrender of eight enemy soldiers. He then walked in front of his tank, fully exposed, and directed it to knock out additional enemy positions. When he walked past an enemy-held house, he came under small-arms and grenade fire, which he ignored while again directing his tank to knock out the enemy defenses. Another 20 enemy troops surrendered. He repeated these actions time and again until he turned the corner of a street and disappeared. Sounds of heavy firing were heard by the tank crew, and soon thereafter Lieutenant Zussman returned with 30 more prisoners. For his heroic leadership and personal gallantry, Second Lieutenant Raymond Zussman was awarded the Medal of Honor.⁹


  Despite these obstacles—weather, terrain and German opposition—the Colmar region was to be taken by the 6th Army Group. General Eisenhower wanted a front lined up against the Rhine River. This he needed in order to release combat divisions for the upcoming assault to cross the Rhine into Germany itself. Simply put, it took less Allied divisions to hold the line of the Rhine River than it did to hold all of the current line, which included all the enclaves the Germans still held west of that river. Although the 6th Army Group had been the first to reach the Rhine, it had not been able to clear the Germans from the area around Colmar. This pocket would keep the First French Army tied up for many weeks, when those forces could have relieved American units which in turn could have been used to force the Rhine. This abscess on the Rhine would have to be eliminated.


  


  How that particular abscess was formed, and eventually eliminated, by what has largely been termed the “forgotten Army” and indeed, the forgotten Army Group, is the basis of this story.
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  THE FRENCH OCTOBER OFFENSIVE


  


  


  The mainstay of Seventh U.S. Army since landing in Southern France was the U.S. VI Corps. It had come a long way even before landing in France, having conducted opposed amphibious landings at Salerno and at Anzio during the bloody Italian Campaign. It had fought for months under some of the most difficult conditions, in rain, mud, mountains, beaches and freezing cold. Few of the men who had been with the corps since the beginning were still present for duty in November 1944.


  Indeed, the difficult missions had resulted in at least two of the corps’ former commanders being relieved. The current corps commander, however, had been in command since the dark days at Anzio, and had fought with it earlier as a division commander. Lucian King Truscott, Jr. was born on January 9, 1895, in Chatfield, Texas. He studied for his teaching certificate before enlisting in the Army during World War I. During that war he was commissioned into the cavalry and assigned to the Officers Reserve Corps in August 1917. He served in Hawaii before instructing at the Cavalry School. A gifted horseman, he was a member of the U.S. Army Polo Team that took on the Mexican national team in 1934. Marked as a rising star, he graduated from the Command and General Staff School in June 1936 and remained there as an instructor until 1940. He then served as a battalion executive officer with the 13th Armored Regiment and as a member of a corps staff before being promoted to brigadier general in May 1942. Marked by General Marshall as a potential leader of the enlarging American Army, he was sent to England to observe and report on the British Combined Operations methods.


  There he organized and coordinated the training for the first American Ranger Battalion. Promoted to major general in November 1942, he next served as a field deputy for General Eisenhower during the Tunisian Campaign. While there, he was appointed commander of the 3rd Infantry Division which he led in the Tunisian, Sicilian and Italian campaigns. During the Anzio campaign he was appointed deputy commander of the VI Corps and later rose to commander. When it was decided to stage assault landings in Southern France, General Truscott’s VI Corps, having already made two opposed landings in Italy, was the natural choice.


  One of the reasons why VI Corps was chosen was its 3rd Infantry Division. Stationed at Fort Lewis, Washington before the war began, it trained at Fort Lewis and at Fort Ord, California, before participating in Army-size maneuvers. It departed the United States October 22, 1942 and sailed directly for North Africa, where it conducted an amphibious assault at Fedala. In April 1943 General Truscott assumed command and the division fought throughout the remainder of the North African Campaign. After a brief rest, the 3rd Infantry Division again conducted an amphibious assault against German and Italian defenders on the island of Sicily. After a bloody month-long campaign, the division entered Italy on September 18, barely a week after the American and British landings at Salerno. For the next three months it clawed its way up the Italian Peninsula along with the rest of the 5th U.S. and British 8th Armies. On January 22, 1944, it landed at Anzio and began a five-month struggle to reach Rome. Most recently it had been one of the assault divisions leading the invasion of Southern France. When General Truscott was promoted to VI Corps command, Major General John W. O’Daniel took command and led the division in Southern France and Germany.


  John Wilson O’Daniel was born in Newark, Delaware, on February 15, 1894, and enlisted in the Delaware National Guard in 1912. After attending Delaware College he was commissioned in the infantry and served overseas in World War I. Wounded in action while serving with the 11th Infantry, he would receive two Silver Stars, four Bronze Stars and the Purple Heart. After the war he worked with the Civilian Conservation Corps and was a Professor of Military Science and Tactics at the Academy of Richmond County. He graduated from the Command and General Staff School in 1939 and was on the staff of the U.S. Third Army before being promoted to brigadier general in November 1942. He served as the assistant division commander of the 3rd Infantry Division until February 1944, when he assumed command of the division upon General Truscott’s promotion. Known as “Iron Mike” for his tough, exacting methods, he was highly respected by his superiors. General Truscott would describe him as “a rugged, gruff-voiced Irishman, who thoroughly enjoyed fighting, and had no equal in bulldog tenacity or as a fighting infantry division commander.”¹


  The 36th Infantry Division was another reason. Inducted into federal service from the Texas National Guard (and forever after referred to as the “Texas Division”) the Texans and draftees who joined them trained in Texas, Florida and Louisiana before arriving in North Africa on April 13, 1943. After more training, the division landed at Salerno, Italy, against a fierce opposition. They, too, fought their way up the Italian Peninsula with the Fifth Army. During the struggle to cross the Rapido River near Cassino, one regiment was devastated and others severely hurt by enemy opposition. Nevertheless, the division continued to fight on and led the breakout from the Anzio beachhead in May 1944. After reaching Rome and a brief rest, the division joined VI Corps in the Southern France landings and subsequent pursuit towards Germany.


  The Texans were commanded by Major General John E. Dahlquist, who had assumed command in July 1944 when the original division commander² had returned to the United States for a new assignment. John Ernest Dahlquist was born March 12, 1896, in Minneapolis, Minnesota, and commissioned into the Army Officers Corps via the Officers Reserve Corps in 1917. He served with American Occupation Forces in Germany after World War I. Then he instructed at the Infantry School from 1924 to 1928 before graduating from the Command and General Staff School in 1931. After duty in the Philippines he graduated from the Army War College in 1936 and then served on the War Department general staff. He was the assistant chief of staff of the European Theater of Operations before being promoted to brigadier general in April 1942. Dahlquist then served as the assistant division commander of the 76th Infantry Division until promoted to major general in June of 1943 when he assumed command of the 70th Infantry Division. After a year in this post he was sent to command the 36th (“Texas”) Division. He was considered a highly competent commander, but recently had nearly lost his command when twice he had irritated General Truscott. During the Southern France landings, one of his regiments had landed on a beach other than their designated beach, much to General Truscott’s concern. The corps commander demanded an explanation, which turned out to be that the landing had been altered at the direction of the naval commander of that sector of the assault. However, Dahlquist had not informed Truscott of the change. Later, during the battles around Montlimar, Dahlquist had reported his troops had captured a critical hill, but upon personal inspection by Truscott, it was determined that the hill had not, in fact, been captured. With the corps commander ready to relieve him of his command of the “Texas” Division, General Dahlquist managed to convince him that he himself had been misled by faulty intelligence reports from the front lines. The hill was soon captured.


  The final unit making up the trio of VI Corps divisions was the 45th Infantry Division. Drawn from the National Guards of Arizona, Colorado, New Mexico and Oklahoma, the division had a personal score to settle with German Chancellor Adolf Hitler. Originally their shoulder sleeve insignia had been a Native American good luck symbol that closely resembled the swastika adopted by the Nazi Party in Germany. They were forced to change the insignia to a “Thunderbird.”


  Inducted on February 16, 1940, the “Thunderbirds” trained in Oklahoma and Texas before going to Louisiana for Army-size maneuvers. After several months at Fort Devens, Massachusetts, the division embarked for overseas in June 1943. After staging in North Africa, they participated in the Sicilian Campaign and followed up the initial landings at Salerno later that year. As did its fellow divisions, the “Thunderbirds” battled their way up the Italian Peninsula until sent into the Anzio Beachhead on January 22, 1944. Here they fought desperately to blunt a major German counteroffensive. After the breakout and the capture of Rome, the “Thunderbirds,” along with the rest of VI Corps, were assigned to the invasion of Southern France.


  After its initial combat commander had been promoted to corps command,³ Major General William Eagles assumed command in December 1943. William Willis Eagles was born on January 12, 1895, in Albion, Indiana. He was commissioned into the infantry from West Point in 1917 and instructed at the Infantry School for several periods after World War I. After he graduated from the Command and General Staff School he served on a corps staff before being promoted to brigadier general in July 1942. He was the assistant division commander of the 3rd Infantry Division between 1942 and 1943. Upon promotion to major general in November 1943, he moved to command the 45th Infantry Division, then in Italy. Like General O’Daniel, he had a close relationship with General Truscott, having served as his assistant division commander when Truscott took command of the 3rd Infantry Division in North Africa. For Truscott, the promotion to command the “Thunderbirds” was “merited.”⁴ He also considered Eagles an “intelligent, well-trained and competent division commander.”⁵


  


  For the soldiers of these combat divisions, the route to Alsace in France had begun years earlier when they had either volunteered or been inducted into the United States Army. After passing a physical examination at an induction center, of which several were hastily established across the nation, the individual was usually sent to a Replacement Training Centre (RTC). The function here was to provide a steady supply of trained soldiers for the combat units in the U.S. and overseas. Specialized training centers for coast artillery, armor, cavalry, field artillery and infantry branches were established in 1940 and later. Over 200,000 men were initially trained at these centers and sent either to fill out larger units in training, or directly to overseas combat units as replacements. Additional RTCs were established to address the new skills including antiaircraft, airborne, and tank destroyer centers, which had been developed during the early war years.


  Basic training usually lasted eight weeks.⁶ It consisted of military discipline, personal hygiene, first aid, guard duties and the use and care of personal weapons. By 1943 the course was extended to 17 weeks, although once American forces entered combat in Western Europe, demand for replacements increased and it was often cut short. Officers were trained separately, at officer candidate schools. Men from the enlisted ranks were enrolled to join with the Regular Army, Reserve Officers Corps and National Guard Officers who were commanding the Army units. This course also lasted from 12 to 17 weeks, depending on the officer candidates’ specialty (infantry, armor, artillery, etc.).


  


  Advanced training began when the soldier joined his assigned unit. Training at the squad, platoon, company and battalion level were conducted and evaluated at each step. Five weeks was the norm for an infantry division to conduct small unit training, after which an additional four weeks involved battalion and regimental training. This was followed by seven weeks of division-size combined-arms maneuvers. Most, though not all, divisions then participated in one or more army-sized maneuvers. Specialized unit training, such as desert warfare, motorized warfare, and jungle warfare was also conducted. Later in the war, particularly as the United States Army began to experience a shortage of infantrymen, these guidelines were altered, shortened and in some cases ignored altogether due to the exigencies of war.⁷


  American soldiers were armed with a variety of weapons, some old, others new. One of the oldest was the “U.S. Rifle, Caliber .30, Model 1903A3.” The standard American infantry rifle of World War I, this magazine-fed bolt action rifle was still in use throughout World War II in all theaters, primarily as a sniper rifle, although in early campaigns it was the most widely distributed weapon to the infantry. By 1944, however, the most widely used rifle in the U.S. Army and Marine Corps was the M1 Garand Rifle. This weapon, a magazine-fed, semi-automatic, gas-operated rifle, was the standard rifle of the American military at this stage of the war and was highly regarded by the infantrymen. With an effective range of 500 yards and a rate of fire of 20 rounds per minute, more than five million were eventually produced. The increased mechanization and speed of operations in World War II created a need for another weapon, which came to be known as the .30 caliber Carbine. In response to a need for a lighter weapon for rear area troops who, under the new conditions of breakthrough and pursuit, may come into contact with enemy troops, the Army adopted this magazine-fed, high-volume, semi-automatic light rifle. It was produced in greater numbers (6 million plus) than any other American combat weapon and widely distributed to officers, support troops and communications personnel.


  The American soldier also carried submachine guns. The most common was the Thompson submachine gun, or “Tommy Gun,” named for its infamous career with criminals during prohibition. Firing heavier caliber (.45) bullets from a magazine on automatic or semi-automatic, it was designed for close quarters combat. It was heavier than any rifle (10.5 pounds) and could fire from a 50-round drum or a 20- or 30-round stick magazine. It had a high rate of fire (600–700 rounds per minute) but a short effective range. Another such weapon was the M3 submachine gun. Designed from the British Sten gun, it was cheap and quick to produce, thereby filling a need for soldiers working in cramped quarters, such as a tank, to have a powerful personal weapon. Firing a 30-round magazine on automatic, it also used the heavier .45 caliber bullet. With an effective range of only 100 yards and a rate of fire of between 350–540 rounds per minute, it was not widely distributed. A heavier weapon, the Browning Automatic Rifle, was carried one per squad on average and fired from a magazine up to 500 rounds per minute. Heavier (18 pounds) than any rifle, it was in effect a squad machine gun. It could be fired on automatic or in short bursts. Support for the infantry came from heavy weapons units that fired the .30 and .50 caliber light and heavy machine guns.


  Like their American enemies, the German Army of late 1944 had a long history of success due in large measure to its training and traditions. But by this time those traditions were undergoing changes that adversely affected the German Army. That army had traditionally been raised through the Wehrkreis System, a tradition by which local military districts raised a combat unit. For example, the 11th Panzer Division, of which we shall hear more of later, was raised from Wehrkreis VIII, headquartered in Breslau, and which drew its inductees from Silesia and the Sudetenland, later enlarging into parts of Moravia and southwest Poland. Once the combat unit was formed, trained and dispatched to the front, the Wehrkreis’ duty was to provide trained replacements for casualties as they were requested.


  The German soldier was armed with a variety of weapons, similar to his Allied counterpart. Rifles included the updated 1898 “Type 98,” a boltaction rifle firing the 7.92mm cartridge. Improved versions, including a carbine model, appeared during the war. A self-loading rifle, the “Gewehr 41,” was developed during the war and supplied to front line troops. Parachute troops carried a newly developed automatic rifle, the “FG 42.” Submachine guns were carried by the infantry as well. These included the MP (Machine Pistol) 38, which became the early standard and was widely distributed. But during the war it was decided to standardize the infantry weapons to the 7.92mm caliber, so a new submachine gun was needed. After various trials the new MP 43 was accepted. During the war it went through several modifications, but basically remained as originally designed. German Chancellor Adolf Hitler later changed the name to Sturmgewehr 44 (“Battle Honor”). Known now as the StuG 44, it was also used as a sniper rifle. Near the end of the war, without resources to develop and produce newer weapons, the Germans copied the British Sten Submachine gun and distributed it as the MP 3008.


  Probably the most feared and respected German infantry weapons were the machine guns. The dual-purpose light and medium MG 34 machine gun had been developed pre-war but was difficult to mass-produce. Development during the war produced the MG 42, which began to appear in 1943. Both weapons had a high rate of fire and were accurate. These became a much feared weapon by the Allied infantrymen. German antitank weapons included a shaped charge grenade launcher and a copy of the American “bazooka,” known as the Raketenpanzerbüchse 54. But the most effective weapon, at least from the Allied perspective, was the Panzerfaust (“armored fist”), which launched a rocket-propelled grenade at ranges up to 500 yards. The Germans also assigned light artillery to their Infantry Gun Company, one per regiment. These units fired heavy weapons, including 3- and 6-inch mortars and antiaircraft guns. The heaviest weapon was the 120mm mortar. Another feared support weapon was the Nebelwerfer, or Smoke Projector. Originally developed for use in providing chemical warfare shells against an enemy, or laying smoke to protect friendly troops, during the war they were converted into launchers of multiple 15cm rockets. Flamethrowers were also available to the German assault troops. By and large, however, the German production of modern infantry weapons never caught up to that of the Allies. They depended upon the organization and training of their troops to make up for any deficiencies in armament.


  But by late 1944 the war had changed much. Several German generals believed that the war might end as early as September, the time it would take the Western Allies to cross France and enter Germany. Their armies were decimated, equipment shattered and losses immense. Field Marshal Walther Model, commanding the Western Front for the Germans, estimated that of the 74 German divisions he had on his front facing the Allies, the total fighting strength amounted to only 25 divisions. Motorized forces had been destroyed. Groups made up of stragglers from dozens of unrelated units now formed the thin crust between the Western Allies and Germany. No longer were these units all from the same Wehrkreis, but rather stragglers and survivors of literally dozens of decimated units hurriedly thrown together to form a defense against the advancing enemy. Logistic systems had broken down under intense Allied aerial bombardment and advances that overran German transportation and supply bases. Communications were equally disrupted. Air superiority clearly lay with the enemy. Artillery and antitank forces were scanty. Reserves were non-existent.⁸


  But the Allies had their own problems. Unprepared for a swift exploitation across the whole of France, logistics delayed the advance. The failure to open the port of Antwerp for several months further aggravated these problems. Further complicating matters was the dispute between the American and British commanders as to which command should be the leading force pushing the advance. With limited supplies, General Eisenhower was forced on more than one occasion to halt his advancing armies, despite weak enemy opposition, in order to allow other units and supplies to move forward. And so by October 1944, the Germans had been given a respite that they used to their advantage in reorganizing and resupplying their shattered armies.


  


  By early October 1944, just two months after conducting an amphibious and airborne landing on the beaches of the French Riviera, General Patch’s Seventh U.S. Army had made a link with the 12th U.S. Army Group, which had landed in Normandy. With the junction of the two assault forces, the Allied front in France and Belgium became one. General Devers 6th Army Group now held the southern, or right, flank of the entire Western Front. For the soldiers of Seventh Army, the fighting had been much different than that which they had experienced in Italy. There were no mountains, no inch-by-inch slogging matches up and down hills, and no dug-in enemy defenders. The Germans had fought briefly at critical junctions like Montlimar, allowing their rear echelons to escape, and then withdrew. Behind they left 88,900 of their own as prisoners of war. Of the several divisions that had fought Seventh Army, only the 11th Panzer Division, under the command of Lieutenant General Wend von Wietersheim, had survived relatively intact.


  The German Nineteenth Army, under General of Infantry Friedrich Wiese, had been fortunate in that they were not made subject to one of Hitler’s usual “stand or die” orders. Instead, with even the most optimistic observer seeing that to try and hold southern France would result in the total destruction of the Nineteenth Army, they had been allowed to withdraw. They were now tasked with defending the Vosges Mountains and the Belfort Gap, an entrance for military forces into Germany. Here they would join with the First Army to defend the German border. Both armies would be under the command of Army Group G.


  Friedrich Wiese was 51 years old at this time, a World War I veteran who had been commissioned into the ranks from civilian life, and who had commanded infantry units during the First World War. After the war, forced out of the Army by the Treaty of Versailles, he had been a policeman in Hamburg. Returning to the Army after the Nazis’ rise to power, he again commanded infantry units until rising to corps command in Russia. In late June 1944, he was assigned to command Nineteenth Army.


  At the end of September, Army Group G received a new commander. General of Panzer Troops Hermann Balck was a regular army officer who had entered the army in 1913 and fought extensively as a junior officer during World War I, commanding cavalry units. He served in the inter-war years as an officer, and at the outbreak of war led armored formations in the Polish and French Campaigns, including the 11th Panzer Division, which he led in Russia. After commanding various corps and then the Fourth Panzer Army in Russia, he had earned a reputation as a dashing, thrusting offensive commander. Now he was assigned a difficult defensive role.


  The Nineteenth Army had begun the campaign as a coastal defense force. Over time, and especially after the Allied invasion of Normandy in June 1944, many of its best units were transferred out and sent to the active front in France. So depleted did the Nineteenth Army become that German Headquarters in the West had authorized it to hold only strong-points to oppose a major enemy landing, rather than the usual “defend every inch” doctrine. At this time the forces under command included the LXII Corps, commanded by Lieutenant General Ferdinand Neuling, the LXXXV Corps under Lieutenant General Baptist Kniess, and the IV Luftwaffe Field Corps under Lieutenant General Erich Petersen. But after two months of combat, most of these forces were gone. In fact, of the supposedly ten or so divisions under command, there were actually only about 13,100 German soldiers present for duty, barely enough to fill one division.


  Under command at this time were the IV Luftwaffe Corps and the XLVII Panzer Corps. But these formations were not the grand military forces of prior years. As General Wiese later wrote, “Only with the aid of numerous battalions formed by stragglers was it possible to build a continuous line of defense.”⁹ The Germans dug desperately into the Vosges Mountains and in front of the Belfort Gap, hoping against hope to delay, or perhaps even halt, the oncoming American forces.


  


  The Germans were not the only ones with problems. The grand French Army of 1939 of some six million men had been reduced in 1944 to a mere quarter million, with more joining daily. But even these few men needed training, weapons and supplies. Now firmly established in their home country, they had few resources to sustain them. The French commander, General de Lattre, claimed that they were being shorted on both supplies and equipment. This, in turn, prevented them from getting more men into action at the front lines. Further, lack of gasoline prevented them from moving their men and supplies. General de Lattre complained that this treatment was unfavorable and that it “seriously endangered its (French Army’s) existence and operations.”¹⁰ General de Lattre also provided a memorandum showing statistics that his First French Army had received 8,715 tons of supplies between September 20 and 28th, for five combat divisions, while General Patch’s army had received 18,920 tons of supplies for only three combat divisions.


  Seventh Army replied that this did not take into consideration that the 6th Army Group had recently been joined by the XV U.S. Corps, transferred from 12th Army Group. It claimed that many tons of the supplies indicated in General de Lattre’s memorandum had in fact been sent to the XV U.S. Corps for their use. Seventh Army also directed General de Lattre to 6th Army Group Headquarters which now, as a functioning Army Group, was responsible for logistics. Both General Patch and General Devers felt that the slow buildup of their logistics base was a basic reason the French were lacking in available supplies. However, since there was clearly some inequity, General Devers ordered Seventh Army to release additional supplies to French First Army. Unfortunately this did not satisfy General de Lattre, who days later took advantage of a visit from the U.S. Army Chief of Staff, General George C. Marshall, to raise the issue again, embarrassing General Devers in front of his boss. This succeeded only in angering both Marshall and Devers, and de Lattre subsequently apologized to General Devers.


  General de Lattre wanted his supplies because the French were planning an attack to carry them through the High Vosges just north of the Belfort Gap, to coordinate with a coming attack by Seventh Army. Feeling that his forces were not strong enough to push through the Schlucht Pass, the usual route east, General de Lattre agreed with his II Corps commander, Major General Aime de Goislard de Monsabert, that a push through the Vosges Mountains, considered an extremely difficult military operation, would have a better chance of success. General de Lattre later explained that he envisioned an attack into upper Alsace by attacking on both wings of the fortified defenses of the Belfort Gap. Should that attack fail, only then would he launch the French 1st Army directly against those defenses. A planned parachute drop of the 1st French Parachute Regiment (Chasseurs Parachutistes) was scheduled. They were to disrupt German communications and pave the way for a speedy French advance. Regrouping took longer than planned, however, since the First French Army was widely spread to cover its front. It covered some 360 kilometers, from the Alps through Lake Geneva to Belfort. The advance was planned over a front of only 75 kilometers. A transport crisis and a shortage of artillery also delayed matters. While they waited, the French were forced to further extend their front as General Truscott’s VI Corps moved northward towards Lorraine and Germany. The French were expected to cover the territory left uncovered by the Americans. Dangerous gaps occasionally opened between the French and VI Corps.


  Reinforced with the 2nd and 3rd Groups of Tabors, the French Parachute Regiment,¹¹ the African Commando Group and the Shock Battalion, General de Monsabert organized his attack, while the French I Corps prepared to deliver diversionary attacks. The 3rd Algerian Infantry Division would lead the attack.


  Opposing General de Monsabert’s attack were two corps of the Nineteenth Army. The IV Luftwaffe Field Corps held the High Vosges while the LXXXV Corps protected the Belfort Gap itself. Directly facing the French II Corps was the 338th Infantry Division, reinforced with the 308th Grenadier Regiment of the 198th Infantry Division. An unattached regiment new to the front, Regiment C/V, from Wehrkreis V, was also present.¹² Extending to the south and southeast was the LXXXV Corps which held a 25-mile front. On the far right facing French II Corps was the recently rebuilt 933rd Grenadier Regiment, the 159th Reserve Division and three ad hoc battle groups.¹³


  At Army Group G, General Balck was concerned about General Wiese’s ability to hold his positions without some reserve. Recently the 11th Panzer Division had been in the area, and although the bulk of the division had been sent north, a small battle group had been left behind. General Balck allocated this to General Wiese but was still concerned it was not enough. From his other army, the First Army to the north, he ordered the transfer of the 106th Panzer Brigade and the 103rd Panzer Battalion to Nineteenth Army.¹⁴ General Balck’s concerns were increased when German intelligence reported French troop movements indicating that they were preparing for a new attack directly against the Belfort Gap, a repeat of an earlier failed assault. Unknown to General Balck, these troop movements were in preparation for the French II Corps attack into the High Vosges. Looking over his troops, he would remark, “Never before have I led in battle such motley and poorly equipped troops.”¹⁵ Ultimately deciding that the Belfort Gap was the more logical, and therefore the more dangerous, sector, he sent both the 106th Panzer Brigade and the 103rd Panzer Battalion to the St. Dié area. General Wiese was left only with the small battle group from the 11th Panzer Division.


  The French attack began on October 4 in heavy rain and fog. In the heavily forested terrain, the additional weather factors only made things more difficult. Generally, the 3rd Algerian Division attacked against the LXIV Corps’ 198th Infantry Division (Major General Otto Schiel), the French 1st Armored Division struck the IV Luftwaffe Field Corps’ 338th Infantry Division (Colonel Rudolf von Oppen), while the French 1st Infantry Division faced the various odds and ends which the German command had managed to organize defensively, under command of both IV Luftwaffe Field Corps and LXXXV Corps.


  Despite the addition of more infantry in the form of the Moroccans and paratroopers, along with French resistance fighters, progress during the first few days was slow. Having believed that an earlier assault by the U.S. 3rd Infantry Division had cleared the area beyond the Moselle River crossing, General de Monsabert was disappointed to find that this was not true. Thus the French had to fight their way up and across the Moselle River heights before even coming to grips with the defenses of the High Vosges. The 1st Parachute Chasseurs, fighting alongside the 3rd Algerian Division, did however manage to find some holes in the German defense near Longegoutte and pushed ahead several miles north of the Moselle into the Broche and Morbieux passes. Quickly deciding to exploit this success, General de Monsabert diverted his armored division with all of its strength to a thrust north into the Moselotte valley. The armored division’s front would be covered by a small holding force.


  This movement alarmed the Germans and they began funneling reinforcements to the 338th Infantry Division. Despite this, the French 1st Armored Division continued to make good progress, taking the Rahmne Pass and the Gehan Forest. In response, the Germans pulled the 308th Grenadier Regiment out of the line and prepared it for a counterattack. This assault was launched on October 6th and made good progress. The French lost the passes and several important hills. For two days bitter combat raged throughout the area and individual units on both sides were cut off from friendly lines in the thick woods and many hills. Casualties on both sides were heavy. By October 8th, the Germans called off the attack. They had recovered most, but not all of the ground lost earlier in the month. However, the French retained a hold on the High Vosges and had taken some 200 prisoners. Once again, Nineteenth Army was looking desperately for replacements and reinforcements for its depleted ranks. Four fortress machine gun battalions and 150 school troops from a non-commissioned officer school in Colmar were all that were immediately available. Later the 11th Panzer Division would provide some assault guns.


  Reacting to the German withdrawal, the 3rd Algerian Division renewed its offensive and advanced some six miles, harassed constantly by bad weather and increasing supply shortages. Because the French had not been able to secure the town of Le Thillot, they were forced to use long circuitous routes to supply their front line troops. German artillery, observed from the mountains, continually harassed their supply routes and made deliveries dangerous, slow, and costly. Further delaying their advance was the need for the 3rd Algerian Division to take over a sector of the American front line. With depleted strength, the Algerians did manage to seize the Gehan forest by October 13 and the next day cut route N-485 near Travexin. Although the Germans had burned the village down, its road still benefited the French.


  Taking a day to reorganize, the French set off again on October 16 with the 4th Moroccan Mountain Division and seized Hill 1003. Taking the hill and then holding it against repeated German counterattacks cost the 6th Moroccan Tirailleurs Regiment 700 casualties in a bloody three-day battle. With the 3rd Algerian Division making no progress, the French could not move past Hill 1003. But to the south, Combat Command Deshazars (Colonel Deshazars de Montgaillard) of the 1st French Armored Division attacked Oderen Pass, which provided an indirect route into the High Vosges. While the infantry advanced some two miles, the French armor was stymied by German fire and could not advance past the mountain village of Travexin. Once again, the French attack stalled after gaining some ground, but not the objective.


  General de Lattre, never convinced of General de Monsabert’s plan to drive across the High Vosges in winter, stopped the operation on October 17th. He saw the attack as costly and indecisive, with far too little gained for the expenditure in men and supplies. Further, the priority of men and supplies given to the II French Corps had limited the ability of the I French Corps to attack the main objective, the Belfort Gap. General Béthouart’s corps had been forced to stand idly by while the Belfort Gap lay tantalizingly in front of them. Further, the slow forest and mountain fighting was not suitable for the 1st French Armored Division. Much of its armor had been forced to remain behind while its infantrymen went ahead without their usual protection and support. Casualties had been heavy, including a battalion commander killed and General Brosset of the 1st French Infantry Division wounded, and results few. When the 269th Infantry Division, fresh from Norway, appeared on II French Corps’ front and the first cases of frostbite began to appear in the North African ranks, it was clearly time to stop.


  


  General de Lattre soon came up with a new plan. As a young lieutenant in 1913, he had conducted a reconnaissance of this area, and knew that the key to the seizure of the gateway to Alsace in the Vosges was a pass known as the Ballon de la Schlucht, and the Hohneck summit, which overlooks Munster. It he could start an offensive from Schlucht Pass, which the Americans were then advancing upon, he could launch this attack from a new and unexpected direction. But once again, within days the Americans foiled his plans, when VI U.S. Corps advanced north, ignoring the area of Schlucht Pass. With too few troops to cover the large front and seize Schlucht Pass at the same time, this plan was shelved.


  Although General de Lattre blamed General Truscott’s rapid advance for his difficulties in implementing his own plans, the situation was far more complicated. In order not to mix American and French combat units, U.S. VI Corps had been ordered to move north to allow the First French Army to unite, it then having one corps on either flank of VI Corps. Further, with the pending arrival of the experienced XV Corps in Seventh Army, General Eisenhower had ordered that the Americans join forces while the French held their flank. General Truscott objected in writing to General Patch, believing that his corps could breach the Belfort Gap before the French could reorganize and attack it. He further objected to assigning his corps to seize the Vosges Mountains, believing that it served no strategic purpose and would waste the strength of his corps. He suggested as an alternative, an attack on Genoa in northern Italy. General Patch denied his suggestions.


  There were other problems, as well. Despite General Truscott’s optimism it was not just the French who were suffering from logistical difficulties. His own 191st Tank Battalion, attached to the 45th Infantry Division, reported at the end of September that they were in dire need of maintenance, particularly tracks for their tanks. The commander of the 753rd Tank Battalion reported that his battalion was critically short of tracks, engines, support rollers and wheels. Its Company C could field only three tanks by mid-September, the others having broken down. The 645th Tank Destroyer Battalion had nearly half of its operational M10 Tank Destroyers out of service due to lack of spare parts.¹⁶ Although the French saw the Americans as being better supplied and equipped, it all depended upon your point of view.


  When General Devers and his 6th Army Group took over both the Seventh U.S. and First French Armies on September 15th, the initial phase of the campaign was complete. The assault landings had been completed, the Germans driven out of southern France, and the Mediterranean ports captured. The problem became what to do next. As it stood, in September the 6th Army Group had no clear route into Germany. After reaching the Rhine River, they would face the Black Forest across the river. It was a daunting obstacle, and in any case there were no strategic or even tactical objectives directly across the river. In order to provide adequate objectives the 6th Army Group was ordered to move north. It was this decision, agreed to by all the Allied high commanders, which placed the French First Army opposite Colmar and the Vosges, while the American forces moved north against the rest of the Vosges Mountains.


  General de Lattre had an additional, and unique, problem. By late 1944 nearly all of the fighting by French Army troops had been done by colonial troops, mostly from North Africa. Now that they were fighting in France itself, the colonials felt that French Metropolitan personnel should shoulder a fair share of the combat. Morale in the Algerian and Moroccan units began to decline noticeably. Determined that France should continue to have a role in her own liberation, General de Lattre and his staff began what they called the “blanchiment.” This “whitening” program was designed to replace the colonial troops with native Frenchmen. The 1st French Infantry and 9th Colonial Infantry Divisions were the first to undergo this personnel rotation. It was an ongoing process that was still incomplete at the end of the war.¹⁷ Over time this program actually reduced the number of infantrymen available to the French First Army. To alleviate this shortage, General de Lattre began the amalgamation of the French Forces of the Interior (resistance fighters) with his army. The additional problems associated with this process further aggravated the personnel situation in First Army.¹⁸


  


  By the end of October the U.S. VI Corps was fighting hard for St. Dié. Progress was slow and Generals Devers and Patch wanted to aid the advance by adding more strength. The 2nd French Armored Division was ordered to capture Merviller and cut all roads leading out of Baccarat. This would threaten the flank of the Germans holding up VI Corps. To further aid the attack, the 3rd Algerian Infantry Division, supported by the Shock Battalion, a tank destroyer battalion and a combat command from the 5th French Armored Division would put on a three-day demonstration against the Germans on VI Corps’ right flank.


  The Germans knew something was coming. Aware of the armored division in their front, they built a line of antitank defenses directly in General Leclerc’s path. These included 75mm antitank guns, minefields, ditches and muddy roads. A few heavy German tanks were held in reserve and a battalion of the deadly 88mm antitank-antiaircraft guns was moved forward. Undaunted, General Leclerc tested the slopes of the ridges along the roads and found that his armored units could use them to move forward. Planning to slip between the German strongpoints, General Leclerc began his attack on October 31. Elements of the 21st Panzer Division failed to spot the advance elements. Within 12 hours one combat command had entered Baccarat and captured the bridge across the Meurthe River intact. Two more combat commands pulled up and dug in. The mission had been accomplished in under 12 hours.


  At First French Army headquarters, another problem was addressed at the end of October. Logistics demanded the use of the port of Bordeaux. Also, there were several pockets of Germans holding out along the Atlantic Coast, blocking or harassing Allied supply shipments, and these had to be cleared out as well. The French government decided that this was a job for French troops. General de Lattre was ordered to send two of his divisions, including the 1st Armored Division, hundreds of miles to the rear to accomplish these objectives. Barely had that been settled when General Devers advised General de Lattre that the 1st Airborne Task Force, formerly holding down the quiet Alps front, was going to move and that French forces had to take over that responsibility. In effect, General de Lattre’s front was extended by some 30 miles. Undaunted, de Lattre began planning for a new offensive in November, one which would take his First Army to the Rhine, making it the first Allied army to reach that historic boundary.


  It was also at the end of October that General Devers issued his instructions for November. General Patch’s Seventh Army was to conduct an all-out attack to capture the major city of Strasbourg and destroy all German forces west of the Rhine River. French First Army was to support this attack and a suitable contingent of that army was to participate in the capture of the city. General Devers, concerned that his American and French divisions were remaining in combat for increasingly longer periods, thus reducing their combat effectiveness, inquired of SHAEF Headquarters if the infantry regiments of three divisions scheduled to ship from the United States to Marseille could be expedited. As infantry regiments, they carried little heavy equipment and could ship faster and more quickly than the complete division, with its heavy artillery and vehicles. General Devers desired to have these available to be able to relieve tired American infantry regiments that had been long in the front lines. This request was bucked up to the War Department, which would eventually approve it. In the interim, Devers and Patch were cheered to learn that the 100th Infantry and 103rd Infantry Divisions had arrived in Marseille on October 25th, and that the advanced detachments of the 14th Armored Division had arrived as well. These divisions were all destined for the Seventh Army.
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  SEVENTH ARMY’S OCTOBER OFFENSIVE


  


  


  At the end of September 1944, the U.S. Seventh Army doubled in size. On the 26th, General Eisenhower, as promised earlier, transferred Major General Wade Haislip’s XV Corps to Seventh Army from Major General George S. Patton’s Third Army. Coming with the XV Corps were the veteran 79th Infantry Division, the 2nd French Armored Division and the 106th Cavalry Group. Another division, to be named later, would follow. Three divisions, scheduled to arrive directly from the United States, would arrive later. Seventh Army’s mission remained the same: protect 12th Army Group’s southern flank and destroy all German forces west of the Rhine River. The initial objective was Strasbourg, while the neighboring French First Army was to seize the Belfort Gap, Mulhouse and Colmar.


  Wade Hampton Haislip was born July 9, 1889, in Woodstock, Virginia. Commissioned into the infantry from West Point in 1912, he served on the Mexican border 1915–16. He then served in France during World War I with the 3rd Division and V Corps. Returning home after the war, he instructed at West Point 1921–23 before going on to graduate from the Command and General Staff School in 1925. He returned as an instructor there after graduating from the Army War College in 1932. Between 1938 and 1941, Colonel Haislip served on the War Department General Staff, where he was promoted to brigadier general in January 1941. Promoted to major general in March 1942, he was given command of the 85th Infantry Division before taking command of IX Corps in 1944. He commanded XV Corps under Patton in northern France 1944–45 before his corps joined Seventh Army.¹


  Facing the Seventh Army was Germany’s Army Group G. The role of this group was to delay as long as possible the Allied advance from the west until Hitler had all his forces ready for a massive winter counteroffensive in the Ardennes—what came to be known as the Battle of the Bulge. In order to do this, German commanders could maneuver as best they could as long as they did not allow the Allies to breach the West Wall, known to the Americans as the Siegfried Line. German forces were ordered to build a defense that would delay and wear away Allied resources. Dissatisfied with the earlier performance of Colonel General Johannes Blaskowitz, Hitler had recently replaced him with General of Panzer Troops Hermann Balck and his chief of staff, Colonel Friedrich-Wilhelm von Mellenthin. As mentioned, Balck was a tank commander and a veteran of many Eastern Front battles, but he had never fought the Western Allies before. Colonel von Mellenthin, however, had been fighting the British and Americans since his days with Rommel in the Afrika Korps. Described by a Western historian as “a notorious optimist with a reputation for ruthless aggression,”² General Balck was ordered to hold the southern portion of the West Wall at all costs.


  During September a decision had been taken that the main Allied effort would take place in the northern group of armies, the 12th and 21st Army Groups. These armies faced the critical targets in Germany, its manufacturing and natural resource areas. The 6th Army Group was relegated to supporting the southern flank of these armies and keeping pace with them as they advanced into Germany. As October began, General Devers was ordered to adopt a defensive posture. It was probably logical, given the critical shortages the 6th Army Group was suffering in terms of ammunition, exhaustion, and general logistical support. Even winter clothing had to be apportioned among the troops, pending the arrival of sufficient stocks. Seventh Army, for example, by October 1944 was three times further away from its logistic base at Marseille than had been planned originally. The addition of XV Corps added to the burden, since the army now had to supply this new corps.


  


  The infantrymen of U.S. VI Corps knew little and cared less about the problems of higher command. For them the only problems were the Germans, the terrain and the weather. Fighting in early October reminded some of jungle fighting. So thick were the woods and foliage in some areas that maintaining direction was difficult. Rain, snow and fog constantly harassed the advancing army. Air support, so long a mainstay of American power, was limited severely due to inclement weather. The Germans emphasized this with renewed air attacks against the Americans, something many American troops were not used to enduring. When advancing in wooded terrain, the Germans, cleverly camouflaged, allowed the advancing Americans to come up close before they opened a devastatingly accurate fire. Actual enemy soldiers were rarely seen in this type of terrain, and the Americans fired at sounds and gun flashes. Control of an attacking unit was difficult, as only a handful of men could be seen by the leader. In defense, the Americans had to dig deep foxholes and cover them with tree branches to protect themselves from German artillery, which often exploded atop the trees, sending deadly shrapnel and tree branches flying down upon them. Keeping warm was yet another problem, and dugouts were one way to do so. Actions by large combat groups gave way to small combat patrols, as they were more effective and less costly. Respiratory diseases, intestinal disorders, trench foot and exhaustion cases increased. Artillerymen could not direct their fire by sight, as they were used to, and rather had to use sound and flash techniques. Tanks and tank destroyers could not enter the wooded areas and the constant mud slowed them down, limiting the support they could provide the infantrymen. Combat engineers were constantly removing minefields under fire. It was a major task just to keep open lines of communication and supply. Gradually Allied tactics changed from the usual frontal advance up a road to a more circumspect advance by moving over mountains and ridges, which not only increased progress and reduced casualties, but required more scarce German troops to cover the terrain. In order to relieve some of these problems, General Truscott set up a process by which individual infantry battalions of his combat divisions were rotated out of the line to rest, and replacements for casualties were inducted.


  The Nineteenth Army had grown as well, though not nearly as much. It received the 21st Panzer Division, commanded by Major General Edgar Feuchtinger. This experienced combat unit was placed in front of VI Corps with orders to hold the 30-mile-long front north from St. Dié. Although not up to authorized strength, the division did have more than a dozen Mark IV tanks,³ several assault guns and some antitank guns. Reflecting the desperation of the Germans at this point was the fact that also added to Nineteenth Army were the 360th Cossack Regiment and several penal and construction battalions.


  The VI Corps was targeted on St. Dié, but General Truscott initially assigned the 36th and 45th Infantry Divisions a more limited goal. These were the road and railroad hub towns of Bruyeres and Brouvelieures. With General Eagles’ 45th Infantry Division in the lead, General Dahlquist’s 36th Infantry Division would feint a frontal attack to keep German forces tied down. The Thunderbirds had nine miles of forests and country roads along the south side of the Mortagne River to contend with in their advance. South of them, the Texans would have to clear the Vologne River Valley and Route D-44 to reach Bruyeres, about eight miles. The attack began on October 1st.


  The earlier American attacks in this area had raised concern among the German commanders. General Balck, in response, had changed boundaries so as to allow the Nineteenth Army to consolidate while the Fifth Panzer Army took over much of the zone. Unfortunately for Army Group G, General Balck, on the day before the American attack, again changed boundaries, enlarging the zone of the Fifth Panzer Army once again. This new boundary roughly corresponded to the boundary between the attacking American divisions. The VI Corps’ 45th Infantry Division and the XV Corps’ 2nd French Armored Division now faced Lieutenant General Heinrich Freiherr von Luettwitz’ XLVII Panzer Corps, Fifth Panzer Army. This unit controlled the 21st Panzer Division, a regiment of security troops (Group Oelsner), some engineers and Luftwaffe troops, and the weak 16th Infantry Division. The latter was in the process of being reorganized as a Volksgrenadier division. In reserve were Group von Clear, a unit of about 8,000 fortress troops and Regiment A/V, another fortress regiment drawn from nearby Wehrkreis V at Stuttgart, and the provisional Regiment Baur. Each of these last had five infantry battalions and supporting artillery and antitank weapons. These reserves were held under the direct orders of General Balck.


  To the south stood the Nineteenth Army’s LXIV Corps under Lieutenant General Helmut Thumm. It had under its command the 716th Division and the 198th Division. General Thumm’s command faced the 36th Infantry Division. General Wiese had only a small task force of the 11th Panzer Division and the 103rd Panzer Battalion as his reserves. Like their adversaries, the Germans had similar problems of artillery ammunition shortages, few heavy machine guns, few mortars and a critical shortage of trained infantrymen. When Lieutenant General Hasso von Manteuffel, commanding Fifth Panzer Army, suggested a withdrawal to more defensible ground to offset these shortages, General Balck refused and ordered automatic counterattacks against any American penetration of German defenses.


  


  The 45th Division Thunderbirds began their attack with the 157th Infantry Regiment and 117th Cavalry Squadron blocking all roads along the division’s northern flank connecting it with XV Corps. This prevented a flank attack, but tied down the division’s northern most units that were closest to another objective, Baccarat. General Eagles hoped to outflank the German defenses by an indirect approach with his remaining two regiments. The 179th Infantry would strike north through the Faite Forest while the 180th Infantry struck wide to the left through the St. Helene woods and the small Mortagne River, attacking the Germans from the side and rear. As the attacks began, things went as planned. The 157th Infantry secured Rambervillers while the 180th Infantry cleared most of the Bois de St. Helene before the end of September. Only scattered delaying actions hindered them.


  When the 180th Infantry reached Route D-70, a dividing line between the woods and the rugged Mortagne Forest, enemy resistance stiffened. Similarly, the 179th Infantry cleared the Faite Forest but had difficulty crossing Route N-420, which lay in a narrow valley on the southern edge of the Mortagne Forest. Although progress was made, the 16th Infantry Division stubbornly defended this sector. After some days of heavy combat a wedge was driven between two of the 16th Infantry Division’s regiments. Reinforcements were called for from higher headquarters, but General Balck’s two small reserve battalions could do little to alleviate the situation. Reluctantly, General Balck recalled the 11th Panzer Division from in front of General Patton’s Third Army and formed a counterattack force. Using the 111th Panzer Grenadier Regiment and a dozen Mark IV medium tanks, to which four infantry battalions of the 16th Infantry Division were added, General Balck launched his counterattack.


  


  The attack began early on October 6th and took the Thunderbirds by surprise. By mid-afternoon the Germans had seized the key Hill 422 and cut off most of the 2nd Battalion, 180th Infantry from the rest of the division. A wide gap now existed between the two assault regiments. To the south, however, the 179th Infantry had stopped the attack and then outflanked it. The fighting deteriorated into a series of vicious little skirmishes with neither side gaining much in the thick dark forests. The following day, October 7th, the Americans reorganized and attacked. The 180th Infantry re-took Hill 422 and the 179th Infantry pushed the Germans off Hill 484 and cleared their zone. Finding there was no more to be accomplished, General von Manteuffel ordered the 11th Panzer Division to disengage. The 16th Infantry Division was left to restore its defenses as best it could. By October 9th, the front of the Thunderbirds had stabilized. The Germans had bought critical time.


  General Dahlquist’s Texans were assigned a support role in the VI Corps attack plan; they were to push the 716th Infantry Division from some wooded areas. Making good progress, the 142nd Infantry Regiment cut the lateral communications of the enemy division and forced a small withdrawal, but the Texans were exhausted from constant combat, and the terrain they faced, hills and woods, was difficult. Keeping one regiment in reserve for rest and recuperation, General Dahlquist sent his 141st Infantry Regiment directly on Lepanges and St. Jean-du-Marche. They were to be supported by an attack north to Rehaupal and Houx by the 143rd Infantry Regiment. General Dahlquist found that his attached armor was of limited value in the terrain his division faced. With one tank and one tank destroyer battalion attached, as was the norm at this stage of the war, he formed a mixed group under Lieutenant Colonel Edward M. Purdy, commanding the 636th Tank Destroyer Battalion, and sent them to secure the west bank of the Vologne River on his flank. Another mixed group supported the 141st Infantry.


  For the first four days of October, the 141st Infantry made good progress. But as they progressed the Americans grew weaker from losses and exhaustion while the Nineteenth Army rushed reinforcements to the area. Nearby, the 143rd Infantry found themselves beset by constant German artillery and mortar fire on the only two roads on which they could bring up supplies. Their advance consequently slowed. Both regiments found that German resistance grew stronger the further they advanced. Infantrymen complained about the lack of armor support, but the terrain, German mines and artillery, made close support by tanks a rarity. Fog and rain limited visibility. Roads disintegrated under rain, mud and heavy traffic. Artillery support also diminished, and due to shortages, General Truscott was forced to place daily limits on ammunition expenditures. General Dahlquist ordered his tank and tank destroyer battalions to join his field artillery battalions in supporting the infantry in order to increase volume.


  General Dahlquist also created another grouping of forces. Under the command of Lieutenant Colonel Joseph G. Felber, commanding the 753rd Tank Battalion,⁴ the task force, known as Felber Force, was ordered to form a reserve under General Dahlquist’s direct command. By October 4th, the advance of the Texans had slowed to gains measured in yards. Although some towns and roads were secured, no major gains were registered through October 14th. Joined by the rested 142nd Infantry on October 5th, the progress continued but it was slow and painful. For these limited gains the division registered 85 killed, 845 wounded and 115 missing in action. Almost half of this total of 1,045 was suffered by the exhausted 141st Infantry Regiment.


  The veteran 3rd Infantry Division was just south of the Texans. The division’s objective was the town of Gerardmer, some ten miles northeast. They were to seize Le Tholy, halfway to Gerardmer, before proceeding on to the main objective. In addition to the usual forested hills and rolling farmlands, several stone quarries dotted the area, presenting the Germans with ready-made defensive positions. General O’Daniel planned to send his 15th Infantry directly up Route N-417 to Le Tholy while the 30th Infantry worked their way along the flank over wooded hills. Once French forces relieved his third regiment, the 7th Infantry would launch a supporting attack eastward along Route D-23.


  Facing the 3rd “Rock of the Marne” Division was the LXIV Corps’ 198th Infantry Division. This unit had earlier counterattacked the 3rd Infantry and had been opposing it ever since. Although General Truscott viewed General O’Daniel’s unit as his best and most experienced division, it ran into trouble from the beginning. On October 1st, the 15th Infantry came up against a major German strongpoint at a large quarry, L’Omet.


  The 2nd Battalion, 15th Infantry attacked. The sector was densely wooded and the gloomy, rain-soaked foothills covered the Germans as they directed fire against the advancing Americans. Moving forward, the battalion encountered small arms, machine gun and mortar fire along with booby-trapped roadblocks. Enemy tanks were encountered. One was forced to retire by artillery fire, but others fired on the houses the Americans used for protection before leaving. Men bringing up food were forced to run a gauntlet of roving German tanks and enemy snipers. Hand-carrying their loads up slippery, wet slopes caused more casualties from injuries. Even medical litter teams evacuating the wounded came under small arms and mortar fire. In one instance enemy tanks and infantry counterattacked Company F. Artillery fire eventually drove them off, but the commanding officer and most of the F Company headquarters personnel had been killed, wounded or captured and the rest of the company scattered.


  The rest of the division fared no better. Company B, 15th Infantry, was moving forward when about 40 enemy troops opened fire. After a brief halt, Captain Paul Harris ordered his company forward once again. As they moved toward a “Great Rock,” their immediate objective, the enemy struck with a counterattack. Despite the darkness and thick night fog the Germans groped their way behind a heavy artillery barrage. Approaching to within 50 yards, they tossed grenades and fired away with machine pistols on the company’s right flank. The battle went on for five hours without respite. Just as dawn rose, the Germans withdrew. Company B had held its position, withdrawing only slightly the platoon on its right flank.⁵ The 3rd Infantry Division would note that they had not experienced such fierce enemy counterattacks since their days in Italy.


  The quarry at L’Omet remained a thorn in the division’s side. It controlled the main route of advance and was an anchor point of the enemy’s main line of resistance. Situated on the slopes of a large, thickly wooded hill mass, the only approach was up steep, almost cliff-like sides of the mountain. Covered by machine guns and mortars, these blocked any advance. Huge stonewall roadblocks built by the Germans blocked the east and western approaches. Inside, passageways, tunnels and walls protected the defenders. Making things more difficult, American artillery fire was limited because from its position on the flat lands below, it had to fire over the hill to reach the enemy positions. With friendly troops on that mountain, this was too dangerous to attempt. Prisoners reported that two German infantry companies, about 200 men in total, defended the position. They had been ordered to hold it at all costs.


  The 30th Infantry, 3rd Infantry Division attacked on October 2nd. The advance was slow and costly. Supported by elements of the 15th Infantry and the 10th Engineer (Combat) Battalion, limited progress was made. Front lines were often barely 75 yards apart. Nests of enemy snipers harassed the advancing troops and enemy infiltration parties confused the situation. Nevertheless, on October 3rd, supported by two tanks and two tank destroyers providing direct fire into the tunnels and main part of the quarry, a new attack was launched. After some 500 rounds of tank fire, and a terrific concentration of mortar fire hit the quarry, the 1st Battalion, 15th Infantry attacked. Using patrols from all three rifle companies, the advance encountered machine gun and sniper fire. Prisoners reported that a special company of German sharpshooters, each equipped with telescopic rifles, had joined the defenses. A squad of these men joined each rifle platoon of the 601st Schnelle Battalion, the defenders of the quarry, and worked as snipers.


  The fight went on all day. As he moved to a forward observation post, the regimental commander, Colonel Richard G. Thomas, suffered a heart attack, and the regimental executive officer, Lieutenant Colonel Hallet D. Edson, took command of the 15th Infantry. The next day, October 4th, the 3rd Battalion moved to outflank the quarry. Surprisingly, they took the enemy forces here unaware and destroyed two machine gun posts, capturing several enemy soldiers. By mid-afternoon, Company I had encircled half the quarry while Company L overran the defended houses in the nearby valley. The fight continued after darkness with tanks coming up to blast the rock roadblocks and open a way into the quarry. Combat engineers of the 10th Engineer (Combat) Battalion also destroyed the stone wall that blocked the main road.


  October 5th saw the end of the battle. A mortar barrage of 1,100 rounds covered the advance of combat patrols that entered the main part of the quarry and cleared out the remaining defenders. By mid-afternoon, Sergeant John J. Shermetta’s Battle Patrol of the 3rd Battalion met Staff Sergeant John D. Shirley’s platoon of Company I. The L’Omet Quarry was no more. Fighting in the area continued, however.


  First Lieutenant Victor L. Kandle, from Redwood City, California, was at Le Forge near the quarry on October 9th while leading a reconnaissance patrol into enemy territory. As he moved forward a German officer engaged him in personal combat. At pointblank range Lieutenant Kandle killed the enemy officer. Leading his 16 men forward, they picked up five enemy soldiers as prisoners. Moving through fog and precipitous mountain terrain his team came up behind the rear of the Germans remaining at the quarry. These enemy soldiers were still halting further advances by the 15th Infantry, and Lieutenant Kandle had been assigned to eliminate them. Once the enemy was seen, Kandle moved well ahead of his platoon and fought his way into the enemy position. His boldness forced the enemy to surrender. A nearby German machine gun opened fire on his platoon, a gun that had remained hidden in the fog until it opened fire. Lieutenant Kandle advanced on it and killed the gunner with rifle fire, accepting the surrender of the remaining crewmembers. Another machine gun then opened fire, and again Lieutenant Kandle led the assault group, destroying this gun as well. When confronted by a fortified house held by two German officers and 30 enlisted men, he again launched a one-man assault after establishing a base of fire. Rushing across an open clearing fully exposed to the enemy’s fire, he broke through the barricaded door and forced the surrender of all 32 Germans. All in all, Lieutenant Kandle killed or captured 3 enemy officers and 54 enlisted men, cleared 3 enemy strongpoints, and helped secure the L’Omet Quarry. Although he was killed on the following New Year’s Eve, Kandle’s actions were remembered, and in May 1945 he received a posthumous Medal of Honor.⁶ In the first ten days of October 1944, the 30th Infantry Regiment alone had suffered 600 casualties.


  When the 7th Infantry Regiment was relieved by the 3rd Algerian Infantry Division, it was assigned to add its weight to the 3rd Infantry Division’s drive north. The target was the town of Vagney and the hills around it. This attack began on October 4th with two battalions. The regiment entered Vagney after overcoming stubborn resistance and the 1st Battalion established itself in the town. The 3rd Battalion also set up on the outskirts. Both battalions and the regimental headquarters were set up in the town by October 7th. The surrounding hills were still occupied by the Germans, however, who had excellent observation of American dispositions. Taking advantage of a dark and foggy night, the Germans obeyed General Balck’s orders and counterattacked.


  


  One of the lead enemy tanks was encountered by Technical Sergeant Gerald T. Hennings, the 3rd Battalion Sergeant Major. “I heard a terrific roar as a tank came down the road and stopped in front of the house next to the CP. I knew that some of our tanks were expected to return to the rear areas for a short rest and naturally thought that this was one of them. I heard the sound of a grenade as it exploded in the next house. Then another came through our own window in the CP!”⁷ The tank was German.


  In town was a supporting tank platoon from the 756th Tank Battalion under the command of Second Lieutenant James L. Harris. The Hillsboro, Texas, native was, like many, confused about the situation. He decided to go to the scene and find out for himself what was going on in town. Assigned to protect the battalion headquarters while taking a short break for rest and maintenance on his tanks, he felt he should know the situation. As he walked forward armed only with his pistol he was struck down by enemy machine gun fire. The man behind him was killed instantly. Mortally wounded, Lieutenant Harris stuck to his mission and crawled 30 yards under heavy enemy fire to his tank. Unable to enter the tank due to his heavy loss of blood, he ordered it into a covered archway and, lying exposed to both enemy and friendly fire, directed its fire against the enemy. Eventually his tank was struck and burst into flames. Despite his mortal wounds, Lieutenant Harris refused medical treatment until he was assured that the survivors of his tank had all been taken to the aid station. Knowing his wounds were mortal, he ensured the safety of his wounded men before accepting aid for himself. He received a posthumous Medal of Honor.⁸ The enemy force, two tanks and two infantry platoons, were driven off. Fighting continued in the area for several more days before the VI Corps was ordered to change direction.


  


  With the U.S. VI Corps bogged down in front of the LXIV Corps and XLVII Panzer Corps, the main thrust of Seventh Army in early October fell to the newly added XV Corps. The arrivals may have been “new” to 6th Army Group, but they were just as tired and worn out as were the “old” VI Corps they now joined. The 79th Infantry Division had been fighting since the early days of Normandy, and it showed. All three of its infantry regiments were short of authorized strength; the division’s artillery component was short of trained specialists and ammunition. An inspection visit by General Devers when the division arrived in his area resulted in his conclusion that the unit needed as least two weeks of rest far from the front lines to rest and replenish its men and material. Unfortunately, there was no time for that.


  The 79th Infantry Division was one of the few American infantry divisions that had but one combat commander throughout its World War II career. Ira Thomas Wyche was born in Ocracoke, North Carolina, on October 16, 1887. After commissioning into the Infantry from West Point in 1911, he served in France during World War I. From 1920–22 he was an instructor at the Field Artillery School. He graduated from the Command and General Staff School in 1925 and, after a five-year term as an instructor at the Cavalry School, graduated from the Army War College in 1934. By 1941, he was a Brigadier General commanding the 74th Field Artillery Brigade. A promotion to Major General came in April 1942 and the following month he was named commander of the 79th Infantry Division. This unit he would lead in training and combat in Normandy and Northern France, until assigned to the 6th Army Group in September 1944.


  Like the 79th Infantry Division, General Leclerc’s 2nd French Armored Division was in poor shape when it arrived at 6th Army Group. Much of its equipment had been issued in North Africa over a year ago, and had been through the tough campaigns of Northern France. Despite the great honor it earned by being the first division to liberate Paris, many of its 4,000-odd vehicles were in dire need of maintenance, and most needed a complete overhaul. Unlike the stronger French armored units, his division had but three infantry battalions as part of its organization. All of those infantry battalions were at one-third of their authorized strength. Defensive fighting in a densely wooded area like the Vosges was beyond its capacities.


  The acquisition of XV Corps added to the length of the 6th Army Group’s zone of responsibility. The XV Corps had already been assigned to securing the Luneville area, and that mission remained. This corps would connect directly with the 12th Army Group’s Third Army and thereby protect the right or southern flank of the main group of armies, a chief mission of 6th Army Group. In addition to their already assigned mission, General Patch ordered them to, as a distant objective, seize the town of Sarrebourg, near another gap in the mountains leading into Germany, the Saverne Gap.


  The assignment to seize Luneville had been assigned by General Patton of Third Army. Ordered to cease offensive operations while supplies and equipment were funneled to the British and Canadian 21st Army Group in the north, General Patton saw an opportunity to act while the Germans were distracted in the north. He prevailed upon General Bradley, commanding 12th Army Group, to allow some “local” attacks in his sector. The rationale was to straighten out his lines of defense and to secure better positions for his next offensive. One of these “local” attacks involved XV Corps securing the Luneville area and its railroad and highway hub.


  Accordingly, General Haislip ordered General Wyche to clear out the last German defenders in the city of Luneville and take two thickly wooded areas to the east. These woods, the Parroy and Mondon Forests, were protecting the main roads to Sarrebourg. They provided cover and concealment for the Germans defending the area. General Wyche assigned his weakest regiment, the 315th Infantry, to mop up Luneville, while the 313th and 314th Infantry Regiments moved against the Mondon Forest. This mission was accomplished by the end of September, when the division was already under the Seventh Army.


  General Wyche then assembled his three regiments for the attack on the Parroy Forest. Unknown to the Americans, General Balck at Army Group G headquarters was growing concerned about the pressure on his center, at the Saverne Gap. The Parroy Forest was the dividing line between the two corps then assigned to his Fifth Panzer Army.⁹ A breakthrough there would divide Army Group G right in the middle, making recovery more difficult. The Fifth Panzer Army had been counterattacking Patton’s Third Army and these counterattacks had been costly. Although they had slowed Patton’s advance, they had cost General Manteuffel’s army much in the way of armor and equipment. A reinforcing unit¹⁰ that General Balck had been promised had instead been diverted to another sector. For these reasons General Balck allowed the abandonment of Luneville and the Mondon Forest, withdrawing the XLVII Panzer Corps across the Vezouse River. Instead, General von Luettwitz’ Corps was to hold a line along the Rhine-Marne Canal northeast of Luneville and running into the Parroy Forest. The southern anchor of the new line was Baccarat.


  The new line was defended by the 15th Panzer Grenadier Division, lacking about one-quarter of its authorized strength, and the 21st Panzer Division, the latter with no tanks left. A provisional infantry regiment and the 113th Panzer Brigade completed the defensive line. In reserve were some battalions of the 16th Infantry Division, then resting and reorganizing, and the 112th Panzer Brigade with ten tanks. Several Fortress Battalions digging defenses in the area were also available in an emergency. In the Parroy Forest two battalions of the 104th Panzer Grenadier Regiment and Blocking Detachment Berkenhoff,¹¹ supported by ten tanks and self-propelled guns, defended the area. Within the forest and the surrounding area lay many World War I defenses abandoned but now regenerated by the Germans.


  


  The 79th Infantry Division was new to forest fighting, although they had encountered almost everything else in their combat career. Using a reconnaissance screen to mask the movement of the three infantry regiments and supported by XIX Tactical Air Command, they started forward after several days’ postponement due to poor weather conditions. Finally the planned air bombardment had to be postponed and the attack began on September 28th. A flanking attack by the French 2nd Armored Division hit strong resistance, muddy roads and lack of sufficient force. The French were forced to withdraw.


  The Parroy Forest was left to the 79th Infantry (“Cross of Lorraine”) Division. Advance patrols found strong resistance and well-defended enemy defenses within the forest. These reports caused Generals Haislip and Wyche to revise their attack plans, and while the 106th Cavalry Group¹² screened the forest on the north along the Rhine-Marne Canal, the infantry would attack into the forest from the west. Even as XV Corps passed from Third Army to Seventh Army, the attack on the Parroy Forest began. The 313th and 315th Infantry Regiments attacked after a weak air attack by XIX Tactical Air Command, reduced again by weather. Within moments the Americans and Germans were locked in a death struggle.


  The 15th Panzer Grenadier Division, recently brought up to strength by the absorption of the 113th Panzer Brigade, faced the attacking Americans. General Balck had ordered a strong defense of the Parroy Forest, and in order to ease General von Manteuffel’s command and organizational problems had merged several of the independent panzer brigades into the depleted panzer and panzer grenadier divisions to make them more effective. As a result progress by the 79th Infantry Division was “painfully slow.”¹³ Unable to maintain a linear defense the Germans took to defending along a thin screening line with troop concentrations at various strong-points. Observers hidden in the thick undergrowth directed accurate artillery fire on the attacking infantry, and mortar barrages were equally destructive. Small counterattacks, often accompanied by a tank or two, struck back when the Americans got too far. Infiltration patrols harassed the American rear areas during the nights. The battle often raged back and forth over the same ground. Counterattack begat counterattack. Both sides fed additional troops into the conflict.


  General Wyche sent his 314th Infantry Regiment into the forest on October 1st. He ordered this regiment to attack into the forest from the south, hoping to outflank the German defenses. The attack went as planned, but little reaction was seen as to moving the Germans. The Germans sent more tanks, self-propelled guns and troops into the fight. In order to gain more power in his attacks, General Wyche received the approval of General Haislip to have the 106th Cavalry Group take over a sector in the north, allowing the 315th Infantry to concentrate its forces along the Fait Road, which bisected the forest. This push lasted two days, and succeeded in overrunning several German strongpoints in the middle of the forest. A counterattack by the 11th Panzer Reconnaissance Battalion, on loan from the 11th Panzer Division, pushed the 315th Infantry back in the center, but it held all other positions. With both sides exhausted, a pause occurred on October 7th and 8th.


  One of the division’s combat engineers remembered this phase of the battle. “One rainy, miserable day we got a call to clear a minefield. The first 100 yards of a so-called road were clear. Then we came to a knocked-out jeep and two dead medics, victims of a Regal mine. Bouncing Betty’s (Schu-mines) were all around. We started clearing this quagmire and somebody stepped on a Betty. There were five casualties in the space of seconds. The rest of us gave them first aid and carried them out on makeshift litters. We were forced to work in the hock-deep mud. It was impossible to get a jeep in. Next day, three more men were lost in the same place.”¹⁴ Prisoners reported that they had been given a direct order by Hitler to hold the forest at all costs. New prisoners identified themselves as being from units new to the battle, including the 553rd Infantry Division and the 56th Fortress Machine Gun Battalion. At one point, the 79th Division’s Enemy Order of Battle Team reported four enemy divisions opposing them.¹⁵


  


  On October 9th the 1st Battalion, 314th Infantry Regiment, created a diversion by much firing and noise. While the Germans were distracted, moving their artillery and mortar fire against the demonstrators, the 2nd Battalion, 314th Infantry and the 315th Infantry moved into the forest in a driving rain until they reached a major enemy strongpoint. Coming under very heavy fire from dug-in tanks and machine guns, the troops repeatedly assaulted this position. Each time they were pinned down. Finally, in midafternoon, aided by tanks and tank destroyers, and attacking from all sides simultaneously, the position was overcome. With this collapse of the main stronghold of the enemy in Parroy Forest, the entire defense system seemed to collapse. As if it were to impress the top brass, it was on this day that the U.S. Army’s Chief of Staff, General George C. Marshall, visited the division.


  Expecting a rest, the infantry of the 79th Infantry Division were instead ordered to advance two more miles to secure the high ground east of Embermenil. This time the 313th and 314th Regiments would be the attacking force. Heavy enemy artillery concentrations struck Embermenil itself as the Americans attacked on October 13. A “wild fight” ensued.¹⁶ For five days the two sides battled for the heights, with each side attacking fiercely. Tanks became “sitting ducks” for the German antitank guns once they bogged down in the muddy terrain, but tank support was vital and more were brought up. News that they would be relieved by the incoming 44th Infantry Division inspired the men to renew their assaults. Heavily supported by 79th Division Artillery, 44th Division Artillery and XV Corps Artillery, the attack went in again on October 19th and made good progress. Routing the Germans out of dugouts and foxholes became hand-to-hand. So intense and brutal was this combat that Companies A and F of the 315th Infantry Regiment were awarded Presidential Unit Citations for their successful attacks. On October 23rd the Germans attempted to bring their tanks into action at a gap that existed between the 313th and 315th Infantry Regiments. These were driven off with losses by the attached tanks and tank destroyers.


  As the battle increased in intensity the last of the division’s reserve battalions was put into the battle. To compensate for this, the 44th Infantry Division assigned the 3rd Battalion, 71st Infantry Regiment, as a division reserve for the 79th Infantry Division. By daylight on October 23rd the Germans were being pushed off the heights and the 44th Infantry Division came up to relieve the exhausted 79th Infantry Division. Its 127 days of consecutive combat were over, for the moment. Behind in hospitals, POW camps and cemeteries they left 2,016 of their comrades. Tragically, one of those killed in the last days of this battle, by mortar fire, was Captain Alexander M. Patch, III, commanding Company C of the 315th Infantry Regiment and the son of Lieutenant General Patch, commanding Seventh Army.


  


  The 44th Infantry Division which relieved the battered 79th Infantry Division at Luneville at the end of October 1944 was drawn from the National Guards of New York and New Jersey. Inducted into Federal service at Trenton, New Jersey, on September 16, 1940, it had trained in Virginia and New Jersey before moving to Fort Bragg, North Carolina, and participating in Army-size maneuvers. After these it moved around quite a bit, stationed successively at Fort Lewis, Washington, Camp Polk, Louisiana, Camp Phillips, Kansas, and finally Camp Myles Standish, Massachusetts, where it staged for overseas deployment. It left the United States on September 5, 1944, and arrived in France on the 15th of the same month. After a month of training it relieved the 79th Infantry Division at the Parroy Forest.


  The 44th Infantry Division was commanded by Major General Robert Spragins. Robert Lily Spragins was born on November 12, 1890, in Huntsville, Alabama. He was commissioned in the infantry from West Point in 1913 and served in the invasion of Vera Cruz, Mexico, in 1914. After service in the Panama Canal Zone he graduated from the Command and General Staff School in 1927. He served on the staff of the Hawaiian Department until promoted Brigadier General in May 1942. He served with the 95th Infantry Division until he was promoted to Major General in May 1943. Taking command of the 44th Infantry Division he commanded it in training and brought it overseas.


  The 44th Infantry Division’s role was to maintain the front, which they did with patrols and artillery duels. Along with the 106th Cavalry Group, maintaining contact with Third Army on the left, the division was now the left flank of Seventh Army. The 2nd French Armored Division, to their right, continued to rest and refit while remaining on the defensive. Its next objective would be Baccarat.
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  ST. DIÉ


  


  


  Generals Devers, Patch, Truscott and Haislip were painfully aware that logistical and personnel shortages precluded a major offensive in October. Troops had to be rested, replacements integrated into the combat units and supply stocks brought up to acceptable levels. The usual poor weather conditions were also expected to delay and hinder operations. Air support could no longer be relied upon due to weather conditions. More reliance would have to be placed on artillery and mortar fire, both of which were lacking sufficient ammunition stocks. Terrain conditions were no better with all roads leading into the Vosges Mountains, where thick woods and difficult terrain gave all the advantages to the defending Germans. Any such attack by VI Corps would expose its northern flank, and the seizure of the Parroy Forest had been an attempt to eliminate this danger. To the south, the diverging axis of advance between the VI Corps, moving northeast, and the French II Corps, advancing east, further endangered the flanks of VI Corps should it continue much longer.


  But typical of the American military commanders at this stage of the war, a static defense was not a comfortable option. Further, any prolonged delay would allow the enemy to build their defenses and rehabilitate their depleted forces. Generals Patch and Truscott knew that they could not thrust directly for Strasbourg, their ultimate goal in this drive, but the town of St. Dié along the Meurthe River deep in the Vosges Forests seemed a reasonable intermediate objective. An advance along the line St Dié–Molsheim–Strasbourg would allow the VI Corps to cover the left flank of the French Army and provide the Americans with a road, rail and communication center much closer to the objective, Strasbourg. Roads from St. Dié led directly to both Strasbourg and Colmar on the Rhine River. Air support would be provided by the XII Tactical Air Command under command of Brigadier General Gordon P. Saville.¹ For these reasons General Truscott launched his October offensive previously discussed. That offensive stalled at the Faite Forest and Vagney.


  By the middle of October, General Truscott was receiving alarming reports from his division commanders. General O’Daniel reported a significant decline in the aggressiveness of his soldiers. The wet and tired men of the 3rd Infantry Division were being more cautious than usual. Feeling that the war would soon be over, no man wanted to be the last one killed. General Dahlquist of the “Texas” Division also noted that the desertion rate among the line infantry companies was rising. So was the rate of stragglers. Blaming this on the heavy loss rate among the leadership of his division, he also felt that this resulted in rapid promotions from the ranks of men who were inexperienced and had no leadership training. Others complained about the quality of the replacements they were receiving, claiming they were poorly trained and uneducated about combat conditions, a complaint that was now common among all combat divisions. Combat fatigue cases among the veterans were also increasing, reflecting a feeling of not wanting to spend another winter in freezing mountain conditions. The rest camps established by General Truscott and his individual division leaders helped some, but only a complete rest of the entire unit would eliminate the problems. Without replacement divisions, of which there were none, this was impossible.


  The shortages of ammunition, clothing and food were another issue. The speed of Seventh Army’s advance from Southern France had far exceeded the logistical planners’ wildest expatiations. While supplies arrived at the Mediterranean ports as planned, they now had to travel some 400 miles to reach the army. Then, more often than not, they had to be hauled up mountains and over steep ridges to reach the troops. Rail and road transportation remained inadequate. General Truscott did, however, remedy one problem when he requested two pack trains from Italy. But the 513th Pack Quartermaster Company with its 300 mules would not arrive until the end of November. So severe did the ammunition issue become that even standard rifle ammunition had to be scrounged from rear area units and forwarded to the combat troops. In order to preserve morale, General Truscott ordered that these measures be kept secret from the troops below regimental level.


  Clothing remained a problem, and winter clothing was not completely distributed until well into November. The standard issue Army overcoats, however, were found to be unsuitable for combat conditions. It was too bulky to wear in an attack or on patrol and armored units found it hindered their movements in the confined spaces of their tanks and tank destroyers. Seventh Army would soon issue the lined M-43 Field Jacket, which the troops found more suitable.


  Despite these adverse conditions, General Truscott still believed an attack on St. Dié possible. The recent advances to Le Tholy and Route N-417 had improved the VI Corps’ position and secured its flanks, at least temporarily. The towns of Bruyeres and Brouvelieures, on the path to St. Dié, lay just in front of the 36th and 45th Infantry Divisions. Most, but not all, of the infantry battalions in these two divisions had a brief rest period in recent days, and so were more likely to renew the attack with vigor. The attack of the French II Corps had drawn off much of the enemy’s reserves, thus weakening the defenses in front of VI Corps. The relief of the 3rd Infantry Division by French forces allowed General Truscott to pull that unit into reserve. It was ordered to rest and refit in preparation for a new offensive.


  


  General Truscott’s plan to capture St. Dié was named “Dogface,” after a slang term the 3rd Infantry Division soldiers called themselves. They even had a song called “Dogface Soldier,” which became the division’s anthem. The objectives were Bruyeres and Brouvelieures and the rail and road facilities in that area. Second was the need to capture a line of departure for the eventual attack on St. Dié itself. This would also place VI Corps in a good position to launch a major offensive planned by General Devers for the middle of November, which was to push over the Vosges Mountains and through the Belfort Gap. Logistical problems remained, however, and General Truscott did not expect a rapid advance:


  “On October 15th, we launched an attack to capture Bruyeres and break through the German defenses in the direction of St. Dié. The plan was to have the 45th Infantry Division attack from the west, while the 36th Division, with the attached 442nd RCT made up of Japanese-Americans, who had been guarding the Franco-Italian border, were to drive from the south. If we succeeded in breaking through the German positions, we were to use the 3rd Infantry Division to exploit the break-through toward St. Dié.”²


  The 45th Infantry Division would have only two of its regiments available for this attack. The 157th Infantry and 117th Cavalry Group were fully engaged in protecting VI Corps’ left flank and maintaining contact with the XV Corps. This left the 179th and 180th Infantry Regiments to renew their earlier attack on Bruyeres and Brouvelieures, despite the fact that they were still understrength and tired. Just south, the 36th Infantry Division would attack. Although it had made a serious attempt at resting its tired infantry battalions, this had been only partially successful and all of its nine battalions of infantry were severely understrength. The average company numbered about 121 officers and men as opposed to the authorized 193.


  The Texans were reinforced, however, by the newly-arrived 442nd Regimental Combat Team.³ A unique unit in the American Army of World War II, it was staffed by Japanese-Americans who volunteered to join and fight for their new country. All enlisted men and some junior officers were of Japanese descent. Senior officers, usually company commanders and above, were Caucasians. The regiment was activated on February 1, 1943 at Camp Shelby, Mississippi, and arrived in Italy on May 28, 1944. Here it joined a battalion of Japanese-Americans, the 100th Infantry Battalion, which had long been fighting the Germans. Absorbing the 100th Infantry Battalion as its new 1st Battalion, it had amassed a highly regarded combat record while serving with the 34th Infantry Division in Fifth Army. The Regiment had left combat in Italy on September 6th and absorbed some 675 replacements while en route to southern France. Here they had been guarding the Franco-Italian border until assigned to VI Corps.


  Like the Thunderbirds, the Texans could put only two regiments into the initial attack. With two regiments performing defensive roles, only the 143rd Infantry and the 442nd Regimental Combat Team were available for the assault phase. The remaining two Texan Regiments were to cover the Corps’ right flank and relieve the 3rd Infantry Division to allow it to assemble as a follow-up force. They were also to participate in a deception plan which was designed to fool the Germans into believing the attack was aimed at Gerardmer, along the boundary with the French II Corps.


  The 45th Infantry Division was to seize Brouvelieures and push north of the Mortagne River, clearing the high-wooded ground that the Germans held west of Brouvelieures. The 179th Infantry would seize the town itself and support the 36th Infantry Division’s attack on Bruyeres. After seizing the town the Texans were to clear the surrounding heights and then push on to the town of Belmont. The 143rd Infantry was to secure crossings over the Vologne River and move east of Bruyeres, thereby securing the start line for the 3rd Infantry Division’s main attack on St. Dié.


  


  Facing the attacking VI Corps were elements of both the Fifth Panzer Army and the Nineteenth Army. The former’s XLVII Panzer Corps held the line around Bruyeres with the 21st Panzer Division and the 16th Volksgrenadier Division. The latter’s LXIV Corps protected the area around Le Tholy with the 716th and 198th Infantry Divisions. But the Germans were in the midst of yet another reorganization. The XLVII Panzer Corps was being replaced by the LXXXIX Corps (Lieutenant General Werner Freiherr von und zu Gilsa)⁴ and the area it covered was to be transferred to the Nineteenth Army once the relief had been accomplished. The XLVII Panzer Corps was leaving the front for other assignments. Unfortunately for the Germans the relief between the two Corps headquarters was done piecemeal.⁵


  In addition to these combat divisions the Nineteenth Army also had available four fortress infantry regiments and 20 fortress battalions. Some were infantry; others machine gun or artillery battalions. Most of these were already committed to holding a section of the front line. Some were being absorbed into the regular infantry divisions. According to German records, General von Gilsa’s Corps had about 22,000 combat effectives while General der Infanterie Helmuth Thumm⁶ commanding the LXIV Corps had perhaps 18,000. Seventh Army intelligence, however, estimated the opposition as no more than 8,200 troops.⁷ The American intelligence officers also overlooked General Wiese’s 201st and 202nd Mountain Battalions which had recently arrived. These trained and experienced troops were former members of a mountain division, and were well versed in mountain and forest fighting. An infantry battalion made up of men awaiting courts-martial and those suffering from ear ailments also arrived. The Nineteenth Army’s reserve remained the 106th Panzer Brigade, actually little more that a tank battalion reinforced with some infantry and service units. The 1st Battalion, 130th Panzer Regiment was also in reserve some eight miles behind Bruyeres. General Wiese’s artillery situation had improved recently, with ammunition stocks increased and the additional guns brought by the fortress battalions added to his force. With the weather keeping use of Allied air power limited, the defensive situation had actually improved for Nineteenth Army.


  Army Group G’s orders remained unchanged. They were to hold the forward positions, counterattacking each and every penetration achieved by the Americans or French. They were to hold the Vosges Foothill Position as long as possible. Withdrawal to the Siegfried Line was not allowed. The line of defense ran from the Rhine–Marne Canal for 12 miles to Luneville. Then it ran south to Baccarat and down to St. Dié, and finally to the Belfort Gap. A final defense line, known as the Vosges Ridge Position lay further east, running generally along the crest of the Vosges Mountains. The construction of these positions was done by a labor force drafted locally, but the results were disappointing to the German commanders. General der Infanterie Helmut Thumm, LXIV Corps commander, later remarked that the labor force paid little attention to the needs of the military forces. Instead of a continuous line of defenses these so-called “lines” actually consisted of multiple strongpoints, trenches, thick belts of barbed-wire obstacles, deep minefields and antitank ditches. Log-crib roadblocks, later known to the German civilians as “61-minute roadblocks,” since the Americans would laugh for an hour before knocking them down in one minute, also were constructed along roads and trails. The labor force did incorporate as much as possible natural obstacles, such as rivers, woods, streams, cliffs and villages throughout the Vosges.


  


  The American attack began October 14th with the 180th Infantry clearing out the Germans holding Hill 385 overlooking the Mortagne Valley, securing the rear of the 45th “Thunderbird” Division. The next day, joined by the 179th Infantry, the attack moved for four days over the territory lost in the German counterattack earlier in the month. The 16th Volksgrenadier Division⁸ had made good use of the time between October 6 and the new attack, building additional defenses and repairing old ones. Progress remained slow but steady. On October 19th General Eagles added a battalion of the 157th Infantry to the attack. Two days later the German lines showed signs of collapse. By early evening on October 21st the 179th Infantry had men in Brouvelieures where house-to-house fighting lasted until darkness. A unit of the 3rd Infantry Division came up and secured a bridge over the Mortagne River just a mile north of the town. The following day the 180th and 179th Infantry Regiments spent mopping up German resistance, but an attempt by the 180th Infantry to seize a second bridge was sharply repulsed and the bridge blown up by the Germans.


  Meanwhile to the right, the Texans were having an easier time. Their advance across well-defended forested ridges and hills, constantly fighting off enemy counterattacks, went surprisingly well. The fresh 442nd Regimental Combat Team cleared the hills west and north of Bruyeres, disrupting the German defense line and forcing the 716th Infantry Division⁹ to withdraw its right wing. The 143rd Infantry took Laval on October 15th and secured several crossings over the Vologne River by October 17th. The following day, they pushed patrols into the Bruyeres itself and soon ran into patrols from the 442nd Regimental Combat Team. The 143rd Infantry cleared the town while the 442nd Infantry cleared the critical heights east of the town and moved further north toward Belmont.


  The slow progress of the Thunderbirds caused General Truscott to alter his plans. Seeing that a dangerous gap was opening between the Thunderbirds and the Texans because of the differences in the speed of their advance, he decided that he did not want to slow the 36th Infantry Division while they were doing so well. Instead he asked General O’Daniel to provide a regiment of the 3rd Infantry Division to move into the line between the two assault divisions. When General O’Daniel replied that he could have two regiments available on October 20th, General Truscott decided to expedite the attack of the “Rock of the Marne” Division, launching the main attack immediately.


  The 3rd Infantry Division, with the 7th and 15th Regiments,¹⁰ would take over a portion of the 45th Infantry Division’s zone, filling the gap between the two assault divisions, and then attack northwest from the Brouvelieures-Bruyeres area along Route N-420. The 30th Infantry Regiment would join the attack as it became available. The attack began on October 20th and the 7th Infantry soon had control of a key road junction between the two towns. The hills overlooking the road junction were also quickly secured. The 15th Infantry came up behind, prepared to join the attack the next morning.


  The next two days saw a series of rapid advances for the American infantrymen. Within two days the 3rd Infantry Division was halfway to St. Dié. The 16th Volksgrenadier Division was simply unable to stop them. Most of its surviving units were simply brushed aside into the forests and hills on either side of the road. This rapid advance into the middle of the enemy’s defenses made things easier for the 36th and 45th Infantry Divisions. The Texans pushed the 716th Infantry Division back and had reached their intermediate objective by October 22nd. A wedge had been driven between the LXXXIX Corps’ 16th Volksgrenadier Division and the LXIV Corps’ 716th Infantry Division. By the time the German command realized that the demonstration put on by the 30th Infantry Regiment and the II French Corps was only a demonstration, it was too late to prevent the breach. The confusion that resulted from the piecemeal exchange of commands within the German line further added to the delay in recognizing the dangers.


  Once again General Truscott altered the plans for “Operation Dogface.” Capitalizing on success, he ordered the 3rd Infantry Division to carry the main thrust of the attack up the center. General Dahlquist’s Texans would also continue pressing forward. General Eagles’ 45th Infantry Division was now to be reinforced by the 36th Engineer Combat Regiment and the 117th Cavalry Squadron, both Corps units. These would cover the Thunderbirds’ left flank and maintain contact with XV Corps, allowing the 157th Infantry to join in the attack. General Eagles was now to clear the Rambervillers Forest area and then advance across the Mortagne River and push north, expanding the thrust towards St. Dié. The new objective was the Meurthe River Valley.


  The fighting continued to be difficult, especially in the 45th Infantry Division’s zone. Sergeant Vere L. Williams of the 157th Infantry Regiment had been with the division since training days in the United States. He was an experienced veteran who had been with the division in all of its campaigns, suffering five wounds in the process. On October 31st, near Jeanmenil, Sergeant Williams had a premonition. “The morning before I had that feeling again that something was going to happen but I didn’t know what, so I was really leery all that day. We got up on a mountain and just started digging in when the Germans counterattacked. I dropped my shovel, grabbed my rifle, sent my ammo carrier after more machine gun ammo, and got where I could see the Germans firing. My gunner could not see over the brush to see his targets. I told him where to shoot and counted 12 German machine guns that were firing over our heads. We stopped six or seven guns from firing. I looked back and seen the riflemen running back, so our machine gun section was all alone. To the right of us, M Company had two water-cooled machine guns and were firing at the Germans. The gun I was with run out of ammo so we fired our rifles and handguns. Things quieted down so I went to the other gun, 25 yards to our left, to see how much ammo they had. A German seen the tree I crawled behind and shot me in the arm. It jolted every bone in my body and rolled me over on my back.”¹¹ One of Sergeant Williams’ men killed the German who had shot him. Sergeant Williams struggled back to Company headquarters where he reported the lack of infantry and ammunition, both of which were immediately rushed forward. Together with another wounded man, Sergeant Williams walked back to the battalion aid station.


  In the 3rd Infantry Division’s sector, the advance continued day and night. In one night attack a battalion of the 7th Infantry Regiment, after securing critical ground, had difficulty locating its position on a map when daylight appeared. Once they did so they continued forward to a high ridge southeast of Etival, south of Les Rouges Eaux, where they engaged the newly arrived 201st Mountain Battalion. The Americans’ arrival was unexpected, and the Germans were still preparing their defenses when hit by the attack. The 600-man unit was smashed by the power of the incoming assault and never regained its organization.


  It was during this series of combats that Staff Sergeant Clyde L. Choate of Company C, 601st Tank Destroyer Battalion, took on a German Panther tank single-handedly. Recalled Lieutenant Colonel Walter E. Tardy, commanding the 601st Tank Destroyer Battalion, “The Germans had launched a surprise attack on densely wooded positions on a hilltop occupied by our forces and the enemy struck with force and decision.”¹² He continued, “The only tank destroyer available in this sector was knocked out before it could open fire. The German tank proceeded straight down a wagon road, slashing through the infantry positions and shooting the soldiers in their foxholes.”¹³


  


  “Sergeant Choate couldn’t find all of our crew and he believed the driver was trapped in the burning TD. Choate ran through a rain of enemy fire to the M-10, which was empty. Kraut infantry followed the Mark V as it headed toward the infantry battalion CP about 400 yards to our rear. The German tank cruised through the woods, firing down into the foxholes of the doughboys and crushing soldiers to death under its tracks. Grabbing a bazooka from one of the foxholes, Choate immobilized the enemy tank, which the Germans then converted into an armored pillbox. Choate ran back to our infantrymen again, got another rocket and closed in on the tank to within ten yards, always under heavy enemy fire. The shot was a bull’s eye and Germans began piling out of it, with Choate shooting them with his revolver.”¹⁴ Technician Fourth Grade Jay W. Shively, who watched the whole event, added that after wounding two enemy crewmen, Staff Sergeant Choate tossed a grenade into the tank to ensure its destruction.¹⁵ The loss of their armor support disorganized the German infantry and the Americans killed or captured more than 30 of them while they withdrew. For his actions in repelling the German attack staff Sergeant Clyde L. Choate, a 24-year-old native of Anna, Illinois, was awarded a Medal of Honor.¹⁶


  It was at this point that General O’Daniel decided to commit the 30th Infantry Regiment, using it to relieve the tired 7th Infantry Regiment. But Colonel Lionel C. McGarr, commanding the 30th Infantry, objected to the plan. He had already sent patrols forward and found that they could move as far as 600 yards between the 7th Infantry and 15th Infantry’s positions. He argued that it made more tactical sense to strike at this weak point in the enemy defenses than to continue battering them in frontal assaults. General O’Daniel agreed and Colonel McGarr sent his battalions forward. As his 1st Battalion entered the south side of Nompatelize Valley they came upon a force of enemy armor. Tanks attached to the 2nd Battalion knocked out the enemy tanks and the advance continued. Following behind, Lieutenant Colonel Eugene Salet’s 2nd Battalion, 15th Infantry, used the break to turn the flank of a German defensive position which had held up that regiment.


  With the front now steadily pushing forward, the fighting remained intense. The 30th Infantry was soon pushing through the Mortagne Forest toward heights overlooking the town of St. Dié, the objective of this attack. Elements of the 201st Mountain Battalion struck the rear of the regiment’s 3rd Battalion. The supply line was cut, and food and ammunition stopped coming forward to the front lines. Company I, under First Lieutenant Maurice Rothseid, was in reserve when the enemy struck. It was ordered to open the supply lines and drive the German mountaineers away. The attack began early in the afternoon on October 28th and was immediately hit by heavy fire from automatic weapons and small arms. The Germans were well concealed in dense undergrowth and thick woods.


  The 2nd Platoon Leader, Second Lieutenant Frank H. Harrell, and his men were pinned down. Three men were killed and six more wounded. Undeterred, Staff Sergeant Lucian Adams, a squad leader in Lieutenant Harrell’s platoon, began a one-man assault. In the face of multiple enemy machine guns he raced forward, dodging from tree to tree and firing a borrowed Browning Automatic Rifle¹⁷ from his hip. Despite the heavy automatic weapons fire and enemy grenades exploding all around and above him, he maintained his attack until he reached a point ten yards from the nearest machine gun. This he knocked out with a hand grenade. An enemy soldier tossed several grenades at Staff Sergeant Adams, who in turn dispatched him with rifle fire. Continuing forward, Staff Sergeant Adams, of Port Arthur, Texas, knocked out a second machine gun from 15 yards away. Two infantrymen supporting that gun surrendered to him. Despite all enemy fire being concentrated on him, he continued his one-man assault, killing several more Germans as he advanced on a third machine gun. Fired on from barely 20 yards away, Staff Sergeant Adams returned fire with his BAR and knocked out the third gun. By late afternoon Adams had single-handedly cleared the forest area blocking the 30th Infantry’s supply route. Lieutenant Harrell later wrote, “Sergeant Adams moved so fast and had such a head start on the rest of us that he killed a great number of them before we could maneuver to shoot at the enemy without endangering him by our fire.”¹⁸ For his actions on October 28, 1944, Staff Sergeant Adams was awarded the Medal of Honor.¹⁹


  


  Behind the advancing American lines things were changing. On October 17th General Truscott was called to a meeting at Seventh Army headquarters at Epinal. The meeting was to be between Generals Eisenhower, Patch and Truscott. As General Truscott later recalled the event, “General Eisenhower greeted me warmly, and made some complimentary remarks about our previous operations. There was some discussion of the current situation on our front, and then General Eisenhower said, ‘Lucian, I am going to relieve you from the VI Corps. You are an embarrassment to me now that you have been made a lieutenant general. All of my Corps Commanders now want to be made lieutenant generals. I am going to assign you to organize the Fifteenth Army. You won’t like it, because this Army is not going to be operational. It will be an administrative and training command, and you won’t get into the fighting.’”²⁰


  General Truscott was disappointed. He offered to remain a major general and remain with VI Corps if General Patch would approve it. Patch stated he would like for Truscott to remain with Seventh Army. But General Eisenhower was adamant, stating that he needed Truscott elsewhere. Instead, Major General Edward H. (“Ted”) Brooks, then commanding the 2nd Armored Division, would be sent from First Army to assume command of VI Corps. General Truscott was to report to SHAEF Headquarters, take a brief home leave, and then return to organize and command the new Fifteenth Army. After spending several days briefing Generals Devers, Patch and Bradley, commanding 12th Army Group, General Truscott left for his first visit home in more than two years.²¹


  Edward Hale Brooks was born in Concord, New Hampshire on April 25, 1893. He received his Bachelor of Science from Norwich University in 1916 and was commissioned into the Cavalry the following year. He fought in the World War I campaigns of the Battle of the Marne, Aisne-Marne, St. Mihiel and Meuse-Argonne. After the usual peacetime assignments he graduated from the Command and General Staff School in 1934 and the Army War College in 1937. He was the Chief of the Statistics Branch at the War Department General Staff from 1939 to 1941. Promoted to Brigadier General in December, 1941, he served as an artillery officer with the Armored Force, where he was instrumental in developing the M-7 105mm self-propelled howitzer,²² until promoted to Major General in August 1942. He commanded the 11th Armored Division in training and then was sent overseas to England where in March 1944 he assumed command of the 2nd Armored Division. He fought his division in Normandy, Northern France, and the race across France to the Siegfried Line.²³


  General Eisenhower considered Brooks a “magnetic; courageous; balanced corps commander, fighter.”²⁴ When, in April 1943, General Marshall asked Eisenhower if he needed an outstanding tank man for use in an emergency in the upcoming invasion of Normandy, Eisenhower replied he had several already in mind, and the first named on his list was Major General Edward (“Ted”) Brooks. Later, in October 1944, when he and Bradley were considering forming an ad hoc corps to cover the flank of First Army, General Eisenhower put forth General Brooks’ name as the officer to command that corps.²⁵ At that time Brooks was already in temporary command of V Corps while that commander was in Washington, D.C. for conferences. He would later (January 1945) place General Brooks’ name on a short list for promotion to Lieutenant General. By the end of the war he would place General Brooks’ name on a list of subordinates who were “experienced and able and would be a credit anywhere either as a corps or even an army commander.”²⁶ Clearly General Brooks was an excellent choice to replace General Truscott.


  While Generals Truscott and Brooks exchanged information to smooth the transition of corps command, the war in the Vosges went on unabated. On October 29, 1944, as the 36th Infantry Division fought its way towards St. Dié, a 22-year-old native of Honolulu, Hawaii, Private Barney Hajiro of Company I, 442nd Regimental Combat Team, was already a distinguished soldier in a regiment of distinguished soldiers. On October 19th, while on sentry duty, Private Hajiro saw American troops nearby attacking a fortified house some 2,000 yards away. He raced towards the house, under direct enemy fire, and killed two enemy snipers with his BAR. Three days later, on October 22nd, he and a buddy were on outpost duty 50 yards ahead of their company when they ambushed a heavily armed 18-man enemy patrol, killing two and taking the rest prisoners. Now, on October 29th, Private Hajiro and his company were in a wooded area near Biffontaine, France, attacking up a wooded slope referred to as “Suicide Hill.” Racing forward 100 yards ahead of his companions under direct enemy fire, Private Hajiro drew enemy fire away from his buddies and pointed out camouflaged machine gun nests to them, which they destroyed. He took on alone two enemy machine gun positions and destroyed both of them with rifle fire. Then he killed two enemy snipers who were harassing his company. Due in large measure to Private Hajiro’s actions, “Suicide Hill” soon belonged to the 442nd Infantry. For his actions from October 19th to 29th, Private Hajiro received a Medal of Honor.²⁷


  


  Not far away, Staff Sergeant Robert T. Kuroda of Company H, 442nd Infantry Regimental Combat Team, was fighting near Bruyeres, France, on October 20th when his platoon was tasked to knock out some snipers and machine guns that were holding up the advance. Several enemy soldiers occupied a heavily wooded slope. Unable to pinpoint the hostile machine gun, Staff Sergeant Kuroda boldly made his way through heavy fire to the crest of the ridge. Once he located the enemy gun, he moved to within ten yards of it and killed three gunners with grenades. Then he fired off clip after clip of ammunition at the supporting troops, killing and wounding several more. Just as his ammunition ran out, he saw an American officer who had been hit by an enemy machine gun burst. This gun lay on an adjacent hill, and was harassing the American advance. Staff Sergeant Kuroda rushed to the officer’s aid, only to find that he had been killed. Taking the officer’s submachine gun, he advanced through direct enemy fire and knocked out a second enemy machine gun position. Then he turned to fire on supporting enemy soldiers, only to be cut down by a sniper. The 21-year-old Japanese-American’s Medal of Honor was posthumously awarded.²⁸


  Still the fierce fighting continued. Again near Biffontaine, Private George T. Sakato of Company E, 442nd Infantry Regimental Combat Team, was with his platoon which had already fought its way through two lines of enemy defenses. Private Sakato had distinguished himself by killing and capturing several of the enemy troops opposing Company E. As they approached Hill 617 his unit was once again pinned down by heavy enemy machine gun fire. Disregarding his personal safety, Private Sakato, a 23-year-old soldier who had enlisted from an internment camp at Fort Douglas, Utah, made a one-man charge against the enemy gun, which with the aid of his platoon, was destroyed. While his platoon was reorganizing after this attack, a German counterattack hit the unprepared Americans. Private Sakato immediately took over after his squad leader was killed and was instrumental in repelling the attack. Using his rifle and an enemy P-38 pistol he stopped a second organized attack. After killing a dozen enemy soldiers and capturing four others, he directed his platoon in capturing 34 more enemy soldiers. For his actions in leading his squad in repelling the counterattacks and ignoring enemy fire personally directed at him while leading his platoon forward, Private Sakato would receive the Medal of Honor.²⁹


  


  Vicious fighting like these episodes continued throughout October. General Brooks, used to armored warfare, adapted swiftly to his new infantry command. The terrain and the conditions in the Vosges Mountains differed vastly from the plains of northern France, and Brooks quickly found himself as frustrated with progress as had been General Truscott. With the approval of General Patch, Brooks ordered a renewed drive on St. Dié. The 45th Infantry Division, as we have seen, forced the crossing of the Mortagne River at a cost of 100 casualties and captured an equal number of the enemy. Progress increased as patrols fanned out across the river and soon met elements of the 3rd Infantry Division. Forming a united front, both divisions struck out while behind them the 120th Engineer (Combat) Battalion installed a 40-ton capacity bridge over the Mortagne to expedite supply and reinforcement. A heavy bombardment by German artillery and mortars inspired fears of a major counterattack, but the morning of October 26th revealed the Germans had actually been withdrawing. The advance quickly resumed.


  By this time the 16th Volksgrenadier Division had been isolated from surrounding friendly units and severely weakened. This permitted the gap in the defenses exploited by the 3rd Infantry Division at the Magdeleine Woods. Just as it seemed a breakthrough was about to be accomplished, however, the 7th Infantry Regiment came up against determined opposition from the 933rd Grenadier Regiment of the 338th Volksgrenadier Division.³⁰ This unit had been moved up as the first major response of German Army Group G to the VI Corps offensive.


  This movement of troops had been inspired by VI Corps’ threat to split General von Gilsa’s LXXXIX Corps, at the point of the collapsing 16th Volksgrenadier Division, from General Thumm’s LXIV Corps to the south. Accordingly, the 933rd Grenadiers had been rushed from General Peterson’s IV Luftwaffe Field Corps to close the widening gap. When this failed, General Wiese immediately committed some of his reserves, the 602nd Reconnaissance Battalion and the two mountain battalions, the latter unit which had only just detrained at St. Dié. He also rushed forward the penal battalion and the “ear” battalion as reinforcements. Since these units did not appear in Allied prisoner of war reports, it is probable that they were merely integrated into the existing front line units. Left with only the 106th Panzer Brigade as his reserve, General Wiese held it back in the event of another American advance from the Meurthe River area. Besides, as the Americans had found, armored units were of limited value in the thickly wooded and hilly terrain of the Vosges.


  To the north the situation was no better. The 21st Panzer Division³¹ continued to be pushed back by General Eagles’ Thunderbirds. Although subjected to isolated defensive stands by determined groups of German panzergrenadiers, the 45th Infantry Division moved forward swiftly, hampered only by problems in obtaining supplies and keeping supporting weapons within range. Even tracked vehicles became mired in the muddy forest, and engineers worked around the clock to keep the few roads and mountain trails useable. Even lightweight jeeps, often considered unstoppable, were delayed by blocked roads. But soon the advance of the 45th Infantry Division forced the 21st Panzer Division to abandon Rambervillers, which blocked the road to Baccarat. Despite General Wiese’s hope that the panzer division and the volksgrenadier division might again be able to join hands blocking the way forward, both were too weak and too stretched to permit a new linear defense.


  Faced with few choices, General Wiese decided to pull the 716th Infantry Division out of the relatively quiet sector around Bruyeres. This unit he moved north and placed it between the panzer and volksgrenadier divisions. He also authorized a withdrawal by both units to a shorter line of defense near the Meurthe River. He ordered the 21st Panzer Division and the 106th Panzer Brigade to assemble all of their remaining armor into reserve. While this denied his infantry any armored support, it did form a powerful counterattack force should the opportunity arise. But much of General Wiese’s decisions were delayed, due in large part to the lack of timely intelligence on the status of his own units and the speed of the American advance. Major General Ernst Haeckel, commanding the 16th Volksgrenadier Division, had no reliable communications with his units and was confused about their strength, locations and movements. He had effectively lost control of his division. Many of his units no longer existed, and more and more were surrendering to the enemy. When one entire grenadier company surrendered, on October 27, General Balck seriously considering relieving him of command. But General Wiese supported General Haeckel, and he remained in command.


  


  


  Some of General Wiese’s concerns were unfounded. One of his major concerns was a new enemy thrust eastward from the Ramberviller Forest. This stemmed largely from a reconnaissance by the 117th Cavalry Squadron in that direction. But the Cavalry was assigned to provide flank protection for the 45th Infantry Division, and had neither the instructions nor the strength to launch a new offensive from Ramberviller. The Thunderbirds steadily advanced on the Meurthe River, measured to keep pace with logistics and the neighboring 3rd Infantry Division.


  The “Rock of the Marne” was having more problems than the Thunderbirds. Opposition seemed stronger, and during a relief of the 30th Infantry by the 15th Infantry a German counterattack, probably by the newly arrived 716th Infantry Division, disrupted both units and gained a mile of hard won ground. A number of Americans, including a forward observation party from the 141st Field Artillery Battalion, were killed or captured. Constant infiltration, small counterattacks by the enemy, and newly arriving German troops continued to delay the 3rd Infantry Division. Finally the situation came down to which side held Hill 616, which dominated the area around the Le Haut Jacques Pass. The hill anchored the German defensive position and overlooked all communications to St Dié. Both sides prepared to hold or seize, depending upon which side, this critical hill.


  The 30th Infantry Regiment drew the assignment of seizing Hill 616. The attack was launched on October 30th and went on well into the darkness. Second Lieutenant John Begovich, commanding the 2nd Platoon of the 3rd Reconnaissance Troop, and his men were holding a hillside position supporting the main attack. Every night an enemy counterattack hit the platoon’s position. These attacks came from both east and west. New enemy units were identified, including the 291st and 292nd Special Employment Battalions, the 737th and 726th Infantry Regiments and the remnants of the mountain battalions.³² Heavy concentrations of 120mm mortar fire smashed into the wooded ridges without warning. At times half of an infantry company would be killed or wounded by these sudden barrages. Artillery tree bursts took another heavy toll.³³ Soon nights turned cold, with frost and snow appearing. Trails to and from the front lines had to be covered with logs to allow supply columns to move. Because of the heavy forest, there were few good places to set up artillery support, which in turn limited its overall use. In order to employ their small observation planes, the artillery had to cut a small landing field out of the woods and then camouflage it.


  But the Americans were not to be denied. As the attack went in, Company G, 30th Infantry took heavy casualties. Of the 88 men who began the attack, 55 were casualties before noon. A company of elite German mountain troops opposed their advance. Private Wilburn K. Ross was a light machine gunner with the company. Placing his gun 10 yards ahead of his pinned down company he absorbed the full impact of a German counterattack. With automatic and small arms fire hitting the ground all around him, the soldier from Strunk, Kentucky, fired with deadly effect on the oncoming enemy troops. After repelling the attack the enemy fired rifle grenades which impacted all around his position. Refusing to be intimidated, he remained at his gun, providing support for his company. Six times more the Germans counterattacked, and six times more Private Ross turned them back with heavy losses. By the time the eighth assault was repelled most of his supporting infantrymen were out of ammunition. Private Ross had them each crawl to him and get some ammunition from his machine gun ammunition belts. While all this was going on, Private Ross continued to fight off the Germans, even as some of them crawled to within four yards of him, trying to knock him out with grenades. Finally, with no ammunition left, Private Ross was told to withdraw. With only eight surviving riflemen left to protect his gun, but with more ammunition expected shortly, Private Ross declined and remained at his post. Just then a new and stronger German counterattack came against Private Ross and his few surviving buddies. As the Germans were about to overwhelm the small group, holding the position only with fixed bayonets, an ammunition resupply arrived. Private Ross once again opened a deadly fire on the enemy, killed 40 and wounded another 10 before the assault broke and withdrew. For more than five hours of continuous combat Private Wilburn K. Ross fought off nine German counterattacks and saved his surviving company members from death, wounds or imprisonment. He was credited with killing at least 58 German soldiers. Private Ross remained at his post for the next 36 hours, refusing relief until the position had been secured. For his stand against the enemy Private Ross would receive the Medal of Honor.³⁴


  


  While the 3rd and 45th U.S. Infantry Divisions were driving on St. Dié, the Texans of the 36th U.S. Infantry Division were moving east into the forbidding Domaniale de Champ Forest. The 442nd Infantry had already penetrated several miles into the forest’s interior by October 23rd, and was relieved by the 141st Infantry Regiment on October 24th. Along with their 143rd Infantry Regiment, the Texans continued to push east. As the 141st Infantry came up against Hills 624 and 645 northeast of Biffontaine, they triggered a strong German reaction. An artillery supported infantry counterattack struck near Hill 624 and cut the supply lines to part of the regiment’s 1st Battalion. A relief column dispatched by the 2nd Battalion was stopped before reaching the surrounded 1st Battalion. The Texans were trapped by the 933rd Grenadiers of the 338th Volksgrenadier Division. So began another legend of the “lost battalion.”³⁵


  The night of 24–25 October saw the Germans overrun the trapped battalion’s command post and completely encircle it. Some 275 American soldiers were trapped atop Hill 645.³⁶ All routes to the nearest U.S. units had been cut. Only the radio of an artillery observer maintained contact with friendly units. But for once the densely packed vegetation of the French forests worked in favor of the Americans. Although the Germans were aware that they had a group of Americans behind their lines, they could not clearly identify where or how strong that unit was. A relieving attack by the 2nd Battalion, 141st Infantry, failed to gain much ground. Another by the 3rd Battalion was equally unsuccessful. A 30-man patrol sent out from the beleaguered “lost battalion” was ambushed and only five men returned to the isolated perimeter. One other survivor, lost for five days in the woods, eventually returned to American lines.


  The situation remained unchanged throughout October 26th, while supplies of ammunition, medical supplies and food began to run out. After a two-day rest period, the 2nd Battalion, 442nd (“Go for broke!”) Infantry, was ordered into the relief attempt. Further attempts by the 141st Infantry to reach Hill 645 again failed. Exasperated, General Dahlquist decided to bring up the rest of the 442nd Infantry. Almost as soon as they arrived, however, the Japanese-Americans were hit by armored counterattacks by German mountain battalions which had recently moved into the area. While the 442nd repelled heavy counterattacks, the 141st Infantry tried again to get through, to no avail. It was not for lack of trying, however.


  When Company M, 141st Infantry, attacked near Belmont sur Buttant, on 24–27 October Technical Sergeant Charles H. Coolidge was leading a section of its heavy machine guns which was supporting Company K. His mission was to cover the right flank of the 2nd Battalion. Moving forward with a sergeant from Company K to reconnoiter positions for the guns, they were ambushed in the heavy woods. Faced by an estimated German infantry company, Technical Sergeant Coolidge tried to bluff the Germans by a show of self-assurance and boldness, calling upon them to surrender. The enemy was not fooled and immediately opened fire. Armed only with his carbine, Technical Sergeant Coolidge wounded two of the enemy. Seeing no officer present with his group, he assumed command. Learning that many of the men were new replacements and unfamiliar with combat, he calmed and encouraged them. Under enemy fire he walked along his front directing his men’s fire against the enemy. An enemy attack was repulsed. For the next two days he held this position against repeated counterattacks by a strong enemy force. On October 27th tanks joined the enemy counterattack. Enemy small arms and tank fire swept the area. Technical Sergeant Coolidge picked up a bazooka and advanced to within 25 yards of the enemy tanks. He attempted to fire, but the bazooka malfunctioned. Throwing the useless weapon away, he grabbed all the hand grenades he could carry and crawled forward toward the enemy. Using the grenades, he inflicted heavy enemy casualties, delaying the enemy attack. When it became clear that despite all efforts the enemy would overrun the position, Coolidge directed the withdrawal while exposed to enemy fire. He was the last to leave the area. He had, for four days, kept his force in close combat with the enemy until forced to withdraw by superior numbers and armament. For his actions these days Technical Sergeant Charles H. Coolidge, of Signal Mountain, Tennessee, received a Medal of Honor.³⁷


  Frustrated with the lack of progress by the 141st Infantry Regiment, General Dahlquist relieved the regimental commander and replaced him with his own Chief of Staff, Colonel Charles H. Owens. On October 28th two battalions of the 442nd moved into the adjacent zone of the 7th Infantry Regiment in an attempt to outflank the Germans surrounding Hill 645. While artillery and air support sent airborne supplies to the trapped men, the struggle to relieve them continued. The Japanese-Americans captured 90 enemy troops, including the commander of the 202nd Mountain Battalion, but were still two miles from the trapped battalion. The Texans’ Office of Strategic Services detachment even sent a three-man patrol to try and reach the trapped men, but this failed.³⁸


  The constant attacks by the Americans had both depleted the German force and disorganized it. Nevertheless, for the next two days, 29–30 October, the 442nd Infantry fought a bloody battle to reach the trapped Texans. It wasn’t until early afternoon on October 30th that a patrol from the 442nd Infantry reached Hill 645. When it was relieved, the Nisei were able to bring off 211 of the 275 men of the “lost battalion” trapped on the hill. The 442nd RCT itself was even worse off, having arrived in the battle zone slightly over strength and by the end of the “lost battalion” fight was barely at 50 percent, with several companies virtually wiped out. For the Texas Division, despite the fact that it had received 650 new replacements and another 600 men had returned to duty after recovering from wounds, the 36th Infantry Division at the end of October was short 4,400 of its authorized allotment of troops.


  General Brooks and General Dahlquist were displeased with the whole “lost battalion” episode. The battle had occupied the entire 36th Infantry Division for more than a week, including the attached 442nd Infantry Regimental Combat Team. During this time they had been unable to contribute anything to the continuing Dogface Operation. It was unable to even begin its advance on St. Leonard, their final Dogface objective. The 3rd Infantry Division, whose advance might have been speedier had the Texans been able to help, was also behind due to the episode. Because of the action around Hill 645 General Brooks was forced to lengthen the front of the 3rd Infantry Division to allow the Texans to better concentrate their efforts at Hill 645. The only benefit that the Americans could derive from the battle was that more of General Wiese’s reserves had been chewed up in that fight.


  At the end of October the American drive in the Vosges aimed at St. Dié seemed to be stalled. Troop fatigue, bad weather and difficult terrain had combined with ammunition shortages, fresh German reinforcements and weakened American ground strength to slow the once promising advance to a crawl. With winter approaching and the first snowfalls already on the ground, offensive operations in the forbidding mountains held little chance of success. In the end it seemed to come down to a contest of wills and fortitude. Whichever side had the better of these would succeed in the end.
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  FORMING THE COLMAR POCKET


  


  


  The original planning for Operation Dogface had included flanking diversionary attacks. The first was to be in the north by the XV Corps and the second, to the south of VI Corps, by the II French Corps. Because of lack of sufficient supplies and troop exhaustion, neither had actually taken place. As November 1944 began, both Generals Devers and Patch now believed that these two attacks could be launched. The advance of the VI Corps had begun to dangerously expose its flanks, and the episode of the “lost battalion” confirmed that risk. Further, the reserves of the German Nineteenth Army had to have been significantly weakened in slowing the VI Corps’ advance. The Germans would have had to weaken the defenses in front of the XV Corps and II French Corps.


  Further, both of these units had now been somewhat rested during the interlude. Manpower reserves had been increased and the supply situation improved. Attacks by these forces would also take some of the pressure off VI Corps. That should allow them to reach the Meurthe River line. Finally, General Devers believed that a general advance by all three corps would place the 6th Army Group in a more favorable geographical position for an offensive scheduled for mid-November.


  The initial objective for General Haislip’s XV Corps was Baccarat, after which it would push north and east through the Saverrne Gap into the French Province of Lorraine, crossing the Rhine–Marne Canal. This would also give VI Corps a bridgehead over the Meurthe River. The intent was to allow General Brooks to outflank the German defensive line along that river and move through Raon-l’Etape and the hills surrounding that town. These, to the local inhabitants, were known as “the gates of the Vosges.” General Haislip assigned the 2nd French Armored Division to the task. It would launch the attack, which was expected to take two days, on October 31st.


  General Brooks’ VI Corps was to continue its attacks against the LXIV Corps’ 16th Volksgrenadier and 716th Infantry Divisions, moving in a generally northeast direction towards Strasbourg and the Rhine River. To General Brooks’ south, the plan called for a demonstration by the 3rd Algerian Division of the II French Corps. Initially this presented a problem, because although General de Monsabert welcomed the plan to take the offensive, even a limited one, his commander, General de Lattre, had reservations. The commander of the First French Army was worried about supply levels and troop exhaustion, particularly as he was still trying to organize a major effort to break through the Belfort Gap and reach the Rhine. The fact that this division held a 12-mile front in rough terrain covered by thick forests and snow-covered hills also deterred General de Lattre. Recent intelligence had identified a new German division facing the Algerians, and these troops were fresh from Norway.¹ Finally, the 3rd Algerian Infantry Division had been heavily reinforced with French Forces of the Interior (FFI) who had little or no combat training and could be counted on only in a defensive situation.


  But with General de Monsabert and Brigadier General Augustin Buillaume, commanding the 3rd Algerian Infantry Division, enthusiastic about the plan, General de Lattre agreed to make the attempt. Hoping that this diversionary attack would also divert German attention from his preparations in front of the Belfort Gap, he decided to increase the chance of success by strengthening the 3rd Algerians. Drawing from his First Army reserves, he added a Combat Command of the 5th French Armored Division, the French Shock Battalion, and most of the artillery from the 1st and 5th French Armored Divisions. A tank destroyer battalion and an additional infantry battalion from the 4th Moroccan Mountain Division were also included, and General de Monsabert added another infantry battalion from the 1st French Infantry Division.


  


  First into action was General Leclerc’s 2nd French Armored Division in the north. Supported by the artillery of the newly arrived U.S. 44th Infantry Division and XV Corps artillery, the French launched their attack. They faced the 21st Panzer Division, which was caught by surprise by the armored attack. Although in dry season the area around Baccarat was suitable for armored warfare, in October the area was flooded, with streams overflowing their banks and roads water-covered. But General Leclerc had an angle. Studying the area he determined that it might be possible for his tanks and armored vehicles to keep to the upper slopes of the low hills and ridges between his start line near Luneville and his objective, Baccarat. Leclerc’s theory proved effective.


  The weakened 21st Panzer Division could not hold the French back. The carefully planned and skillfully executed attack moved swiftly southeast along a four-mile long front. By early afternoon the French were within four miles of Baccarat and had cleared the town of Merviller, just to the south. By nightfall advance French elements were in Baccarat, and the next day, November 1st, was spent in clearing the town and surrounding area of the remaining German defenders. They immediately moved to try and seize an intact bridge over the Meurthe River, which they soon did. Town after town fell to the French. Ogeviller, seven miles north of Baccarat, a strongpoint protecting the boundary between the German First and Nineteenth Armies, fell the same day as Baccarat. Only at Vacqueville, a mile and a half east of Merviller, could the Germans put up a strong fight. Here, with five tanks and some panzergrenadiers, they held out until late afternoon, losing three of their tanks to the French before withdrawing. By the end of the day Combat Command D² of the 2nd French Armored Division had made contact with the 117th Cavalry Squadron, U.S. VI Corps. This completed the French division’s assignment under the original “Dogface Operation” plans. They settled into defensive positions and awaited relief by elements of the VI Corps. Here they counted 20 killed in action and another 100 wounded. Equipment losses included 7 medium and 2 light tanks, a tank destroyer and 6 half-tracked vehicles. Some 550 German troops had been captured and many others presumed killed. Six medium tanks and 15 88mm antiaircraft/antitank guns had been destroyed or captured. Another important accomplishment of this attack was that General Spragins’ 44th U.S. Infantry Division had taken advantage of the German confusion and advanced two miles east, driving back elements of the 533rd Volksgrenadier Division.³


  


  The sudden success of the Allied attacks forced General Balck to reconsider his earlier intention to counterattack every enemy advance. This time he decided that he had insufficient reserves to mount such a counterattack and instead ordered a withdrawal by the Nineteenth Army to what the Germans called the Vosges Foothill Position. This withdrawal was to be conducted slowly, to allow the still-building foothill defenses to be completed, but the Nineteenth Army was expected to be in these final positions on or about November 15th. Evidencing the increasing desperation of the Army Group G commander, he also ordered that every able-bodied man between the ages of 16 and 60 was to be evacuated over the Rhine for use as forced labor in preparing additional defenses for the German military. Not satisfied with this, General Balck also ordered that all women, children and old men be forced out of their villages to a safe area, and then the villages were to be completely destroyed before the Germans left. Probably knowing that his orders were unpalatable to some of his regular Wehrmacht officers who might not carry them out, he arranged for local SS (Schutzstaffel) troops to enforce his orders.


  Barely had General Balck issued his new directives when the II French Corps launched its diversionary attack to the south of VI U.S. Corps. On November 3, after an hour of intense preparatory bombardment from all available artillery battalions, the attack began. Once again, as in the north, the Germans were caught off guard. The newly arrived 269th Infantry Division was still in the process of taking up its positions along the IV Luftwaffe Field Corps front. After three days of intense fighting in the difficult terrain, the Algerians gained from one to three miles, in some places penetrating the forward positions of the Vosges Foothill Position. In other areas the French managed to secure high ground overlooking the main German lines of communication and supply in the Moselotte Valley.


  In accordance with General Balck’s standing orders, the 269th Infantry Division launched counterattacks. For two days, November 5–7, the Germans struggled to throw the French back. Unfortunately for the Germans, their timing was off. The reinforcements which General de Lattre had added to the II Corps remained there, aiding the advance and the subsequent defense, until November 7th, when de Lattre pulled them out to move south to aid his upcoming attack at the Belfort Gap. On the 7th, both sides went on the defensive. The French advance cost them 150 killed, 670 wounded and 35 missing in action. But this attack raised concerns in both General Balck’s and General Wiese’s minds, and they reinforced this sector at the expense of others.


  


  One sector which benefited from the holding of German reserves in front of II French Corps was that of VI U.S. Corps. After the 3rd Battalion, 36th Engineer Combat Regiment and the 117th Cavalry Squadron relieved elements of the 2nd French Armored Division to permit them to assemble for their attack, VI Corps renewed its “Dogface” offensive.


  The U.S. 45th Infantry Division’s advance was slow and painful. Their advance took the 180th Infantry Regiment to the Chipote Pass, which remnants of the 21st Panzer Division strongly blocked. This obstacle, which rose to nearly 1,500 feet in height, provided a path over a divide between the Meurthe and Mortagne Rivers. Looking for a better way, the 157th Infantry Regiment, using Route N-424 as a guide, turned south but found progress exceedingly slow. Elements of the 180th Infantry, moving through the forests, did manage to come out on the west bank of the Meurthe River about two miles above the bridge at Raon-l’Etape. Once again the exhausted soldiers of the Thunderbird Division were stalled.


  But the situation was deceptive. The Germans were as exhausted as the Americans, and they had no reserves with which to strengthen their defense. Knowing that he could not stem the advance of General Eagles’ division for long, General Wiese asked for and received permission to withdraw the 21st Panzer Division and 716th Infantry Division back to the Muerthe River Valley. To provide some depth to the withdrawal, General Balck pulled the 951st Grenadier Regiment from the First Army’s 361st Volksgrenadier Division⁴ and gave it to General Wiese. This was designated by Balck as a final emergency reserve. It was this new force which struck the 180th Infantry around Raon-l’Etape on November 4th and stalled their advance.


  However, there were no reserves available for the Germans to place in front of the 157th Infantry Regiment. That unit slowly pushed its way through the Rambervillers forest towards the Meurthe while to the north other elements of the Thunderbird Division moved across the Ste. Barbe Wilderness area. It was at this time that the tired Thunderbirds also finally received some assistance of their own. These were men from the newly arrived 100th Infantry Division.


  


  The 100th (“Century”) Infantry Division was activated at Fort Jackson, South Carolina on November 15, 1942. After a year’s training it moved to Tennessee where it underwent Army maneuvers. By January 1944, it was stationed at Fort Bragg, North Carolina. The division left the New York Port of Embarkation on October 6th, 1944, and arrived in France on the 20th of that month. It was the first brand new division to be assigned to the Seventh Army since that army had landed in France back in August.⁵


  The Century Division was another of the few combat divisions which had only one commander throughout its combat career. That officer was Withers A. Burress. Born November 26, 1894, in Richmond, Virginia, he graduated from the Virginia Military Institute in 1914. After being commissioned into the Infantry in 1916 he served with the 23rd Infantry Regiment, 2nd Infantry Division in France during World War I. As the Regimental Operations Officer he participated in five major engagements; Troyon Sector, Chateau-Thierry, Aisne-Marne Offensive, Punt-a-Mousson Sector and the St. Mihiel Offensive. He returned to the U.S. at his permanent rank of Captain. After the war he instructed at the Infantry School and VMI before graduating from the Command and General Staff School in 1931. He was a professor and then commandant of cadets at West Point from 1935–40 before being assigned to the War Department General Staff. He was promoted to Brigadier General in March 1942 and to Major General that August. He assumed command of the new 100th Infantry Division and remained its commander throughout the war.⁶


  Barely had the Century Division moved up from the port of Marseilles when they were alerted to relieve the Thunderbirds. First to get the call was Colonel Andrew C. Tychsen’s 399th Infantry Regimental Combat Team. Attached to the 45th Infantry Division, the 399th Infantry relieved the 179th Infantry Regiment on the morning of November 2, 1944. Twelve hours later the relief was complete and the 399th Infantry, together with its attachments—six tanks of Company B, 191st Tank Battalion, two tank destroyers from Company C, 645th Tank Destroyer Battalion, two platoons of Company C, 83rd Chemical Mortar Battalion and Company C of the 325th Engineer (Combat) Battalion—were on the front lines. Although no one started a fight that first day, one tank destroyer was knocked out by a German mortar shell which exploded atop its engine.


  The first combat of the Century Division was typical of the fights in the dense mountain forests. On November 3rd, Company L, 3rd Battalion, 399th Infantry Regiment, sent out a patrol to determine where in front of the regiment the enemy defenses lay. The patrol moved to Hill 416.9, a mile east of St. Remy, and started to climb up. As they moved up the hill they noticed a group of men digging in on the slope ahead. The patrol was now barely 50 yards away before they realized the men were German soldiers. The two sides opened fire and a vicious fight ensued. When the Company L patrol withdrew after an hour’s battle they were missing three men. Two of these casualties were later recovered.


  On November 9th, as ordered, General Burress formally relieved the 45th Infantry Division with his own command. The Thunderbirds had all but finished their tasks in “Operation Dogface.” Except for a few German enclaves west of the Meurthe River, they had cleared the opposition and secured some bridgeheads across that river. The Century Division began the task of mopping up the forests and hills overlooking the western valley of the Meurthe around Raon-l’Etape. Only one unusually strong German position directly across from the town held out. These were short but deadly battles. When Company C, 399th Infantry, was assigned to clear out some bypassed German positions near the La Salle Road that were harassing American troop movements, Second Lieutenant Paul F. Lose moved up Hill 372 with his Second Platoon. The enemy immediately opened fire and pinned down the advancing Americans. Lieutenant Lose began crawling forward over the muddy ground, trying to work his way to the outer edge of the field of fire. After getting to within ten yards of the position, the lieutenant rose in full view of the enemy and opened fire with his carbine, killing four Germans and forcing the surrender of the rest.⁷


  Alongside in VI Corps, the 3rd Infantry Division continued its attack on St. Dié. The advance went slowly but steadily, the 716th Infantry Division unable to offer more than moderate resistance. They formed brief roadblocks in the many towns and villages along the way, and launched the occasional small counterattacks which were easily beaten off by the oncoming Americans. By November 9th the 15th Infantry was on the heights overlooking the Meurthe Valley. Meantime the 30th Infantry cleared the Magdeleine Woods and reached the banks of the Meurthe River only a mile from St. Dié by November 6th. The division’s 7th Infantry Regiment had the hardest time, fighting hard to break through Le Haut Jacques Pass on November 4th, finally forcing the 16th Volksgrenadier Division to withdraw. Within a few days the 7th Infantry had also cleared the woods immediately south of St. Dié. It was then assigned to protect the division’s right flank as the rest of the unit moved forward.


  Like the Thunderbirds, the Rock of the Marne Division was about to be relieved for the first time since landing in France. The new arrival, like the Century Division, had only just landed direct from the United States. This was the 103rd U.S. Infantry Division under the command of Major General Charles C. Haffner, Jr. Activated November 15, 1942; the 103rd Infantry (“Cactus”) Division began its career at Camp Claiborne, Louisiana. After a year of training it moved to the Third Army area in Louisiana for army maneuvers. It did additional training at Camp Howze, Texas, before reporting to the New York Port of Embarkation where it departed the United States. The division arrived in France on October 20, 1944 and was assigned to the Seventh Army on November 1. It relieved the 3rd Infantry Division in front of St. Dié on November 8–9, 1944 and entered combat for the first time.


  Major General Charles Christian Haffner, Jr. was not a regular army officer. Unlike the majority of his fellow division commanders in the U.S. Army in World War II, he had risen in the ranks of the National Guard to division command. Born March 15, 1895 in Bloomville, Ohio, he was commissioned in the field artillery, Illinois National Guard in 1917. He served with field artillery units in World War I in France. He then received a Bachelor of Arts degree from Yale University in 1919 and went into the banking industry in Chicago. He remained active in the National Guard and was promoted to Brigadier General in the Illinois National Guard in September 1940. Recalled to active duty in March 1941, he commanded the 58th Field Artillery Brigade. Upon promotion to Major General in December 1942, he was appointed commander of the 103rd Infantry Division and led it overseas. He would be reassigned to command the Infantry Advanced Replacement Training Center at Camp Rucker, Alabama, early in 1945.


  Taking over the 3rd Infantry Division’s sector on November 12th, General Haffner and his men began acclimatizing themselves to the new front. Two regiments, the 409th and 410th Infantry Regiments, took up positions and prepared to drive on St. Dié. The third regiment, the 411th Infantry, General Brooks held in Corps reserve, but the 3rd Infantry Division’s 15th Infantry remained at the front filling in General Haffner’s front line.


  


  The last of the “old” VI Corps divisions had no respite. The 36th “Texas” Infantry Division had to remain in the line, as no other division was immediately available to relieve it. It was left in the line because its mission at this time was to protect VI Corps’ long right flank, and it had been reinforced with the 442nd Regimental Combat Team. While the newcomers settled into the front lines, the 141st and 442nd Infantry Regiments struggled to secure the difficult terrain at the Domaniale de Champ forest along Route N-420. They still faced their old enemies, the 933rd Grenadier Regiment and the 202nd Mountain Battalion. Both of these units were weakened but nevertheless fierce opponents aided significantly by the difficult terrain.


  Typical of the actions facing the Americans in this area was that of Private First Class Joe M. Nishimoto of Company G, 442nd Infantry. On November 7th, near La Houssiere, France, Company G was in its third day of trying to force the enemy from a strongly defended ridgeline blocking their advance. Private First Class Nishimoto, a 24-year-old Japanese-American soldier, was acting as a squad leader in the severely depleted American force. Rather than further risk his men, Nishimoto boldly crawled forward through heavily mined and booby-trapped terrain until he spotted one of the defending machine guns. Tossing an accurate grenade, he knocked out the enemy position. Seeing another enemy machine gun, he circled around that position until he was at the rear, when he attacked and destroyed the crew with his submachine gun at point blank range. When two enemy riflemen protecting the gun attempted to flee, Private First Class Nishimoto raced after them fully exposed to incoming fire and killed one before the other disappeared. Still not satisfied, he charged a third machine gun post so boldly that the crew abandoned their weapon and fled. Due in large measure to Private First Class Nishimoto’s actions, the enemy now abandoned the ridge.⁸ He was subsequently awarded a Medal of Honor.


  Not all the valor displayed by the attacking Americans involved killing the enemy. Technician 5th Grade James K. Okubo was a medical corpsman with the 442nd Regimental Combat Team. During the battles around Biffontaine and the Forét Domaniale de Champ in October and early November, Tehnician Okubo repeatedly distinguished himself in providing first aid to wounded troops. On October 28th he moved forward under direct and heavy enemy fire through a minefield some 150 yards to within 40 yards of the main enemy position. Despite enemy grenades being thrown at him, he carried back wounded comrades repeatedly. On this day alone he pulled 17 Americans to safety from under the noses of the enemy, each time at great personal risk. Enemy small arms and machine gun fire constantly targeted Technician Okubo, but each time he went forward voluntarily to rescue wounded men. The following day, he repeated his gallantry and concerns for his fellow soldiers, pulling eight more wounded men to safety. On November 4th, Technician Okubo saw a burning American tank in which a crewman was trapped. Running forward 75 yards under direct German machine gun fire, he evacuated and treated the badly wounded man, saving his life. For his series of life saving rescues at great personal risk, Technician 5th Grade James K. Okubo was awarded a Medal of Honor.⁹


  This type of fighting severely depleted the assault units. The 442nd Infantry Regimental Combat Team was no exception. General Dahlquist was aware of the situation on November 8th and replaced it with the rested 142nd Infantry Regiment. The 142nd and 143rd Infantry Regiments had been occupied in holding the divisional and corps’ right flank, which made both General Brooks and General Dahlquist nervous, since a strong attack there would no doubt have some success given the lack of sufficient troops to defend it.


  The Germans, however, had no thought of attack. Indeed, they were as concerned about their own flanks as were Generals Brooks and Dahlquist. A major American penetration along one of the good roads that led out of St. Dié could easily take an American attack to Colmar on the Rhine River and breach the entire defensive line west of that river. The Germans therefore concentrated on a stubborn defense, determined to delay the Allied advance as long as possible. As a result, the Texas Division faced stubborn resistance, aided by German artillery, mortar fire, terrible weather, flooded streams, mud and lack of air support. Poor roads limited mobility and armored support. Getting supplies to the forward troops was a major undertaking and often met interference from German patrols or artillery fire. Further, the cold, wet weather took a particularly heavy toll on the mostly Hawaiian-born infantry of the 442nd Infantry Regiment. Trench foot, pneumonia, severe colds and flu began to appear in alarming numbers. When relieved the average strength of a rifle company in the regiment was 30 men, as opposed to the authorized 193. One company came out of the line with only 17 riflemen left, and another had only four. The 442nd Infantry needed a long rest period.¹⁰


  Ironically, just as the Nisei were being relieved, General Balck’s withdrawal orders took effect and the Americans occupied La Houssiere unopposed. For the tired 36th Infantry Division, that ended Operation Dogface. The right flank of both the Texas Division and the VI Corps was now secured. Like the rest of the Corps, the 36th Infantry Division had strong positions opposite the German Meurthe River line, also known as the Vosges Foothill Position. The stage was now set for the major offensive planned by Generals Devers and Patch to reach the Rhine River.


  


  Although they were fighting on the doorstep of their homeland, most German soldiers at this stage of the war believed the war was lost. The advancing American infantry divisions took thousands of prisoners who either deserted or put up a token defense and then surrendered at the first opportunity. General Thumm would later admit that “their psychological and moral strength were submitted to too great a strain.”¹¹ Morale of their soldiers was a continuing concern among the higher German commanders. The mixing of German units with Austrians, Poles, Scandinavians, turncoat Frenchmen, even former Russian POWs, did little to improve morale. Still, it is important to note that most German units fought well initially. No German division collapsed, nor surrendered wholesale. It was the lack of adequate training and cohesion, along with the morale issues, which weakened the German defense as much as did the lack of sufficient manpower, equipment and supplies. Because of the ad hoc nature of many of the German formations, individual soldiers felt little attachment to their units. To a great extent, fear of retribution by the National Socialist Regime, fear of shame and a concern for the fate of family members at home held the German soldier in place. Local courts-martial and field executions were becoming more commonplace, another incentive to fighting at their best for the German soldier of late 1944–45.


  Early November 1944, saw the Allied advance slow to a crawl. The British-Canadian-Polish 21st Army Group at the north end of the lengthy Allied line had recently failed to push a thrust into northern Germany through Belgium and Holland.¹² The 21st Army Group now awaited the 1st Canadian Army’s efforts to open the port of Antwerp. The need for the increased logistical support which could be provided by Antwerp precluded any major offensive until the port was functional. Storms had also slowed the delivery of additional manpower while adverse weather conditions on the continent had increased manpower losses due to sickness.


  General Bradley’s 12th Army Group¹³ had ground to a near halt in front of the German city of Aachen and although it had penetrated some ten miles into Germany, it had not reached its immediate objective, the German industrial center of the Ruhr. Although a new U.S. Army, the Ninth, had joined General Bradley’s First and Third Armies, progress remained slow and costly. Indeed, the normally swift moving Third Army was now bogged down in front of the fortified city of Metz, much to General Patton’s frustration.


  All of these difficulties convinced General Eisenhower that the war would continue into 1945. When he looked at the 6th Army Group, he saw nothing that would change his opinion. Although General Devers’ command had an independent supply line through the Mediterranean, it still had not built up sufficient logistical stocks for a major offensive effort. The slowness of the advance in Alsace of both American and French forces also cast doubts on the ability of the 6th Army Group to make a significant contribution to any major offensive aimed at the heart of Germany. Further, all of its experienced units were now exhausted after the October battles, with only the new and inexperienced 100th and 103rd U.S. Infantry Divisions capable of offensive operations. The arrival of the new 14th Armored Division in late October did nothing to change his opinion. The problems of the First French Army were well known, and although they had made good progress during October they had been stopped decisively by increased German resistance.


  It is unknown if General Eisenhower recognized a major difficulty for the 6th Army Group at this time. The core of Seventh Army was VI Corps, whose three veteran divisions had been fighting since 1942. More recently, the three veterans had been in constant combat since August 15, 1944, when they landed in Southern France. This had taken the expected toll. The 3rd Infantry Division’s 1st Battalion, 15th Infantry, for example, was on October 30th at 53 per cent of its authorized strength, even after several replacement drafts had been absorbed into the regiment. Rifle companies of the Texas Division had only one-third or less of their authorized infantrymen at this point. As noted earlier, the 442nd Regimental Combat Team had actually gone into battle in the Vosges Mountains over strength, yet by October 31st, despite replacements, was at only two-thirds of authorized strength. American morale is difficult to assess. Most commanders reported morale to be “excellent” but that was a face saving notion. It is difficult to conceive of any infantry or armored unit commander reporting his unit’s morale as anything but, especially if he wished to keep his command. American soldiers were far from home, in a strange country with a strange language and customs, and under incredible daily stress to simply remain alive and do their jobs. The weather was awful, getting colder by the day. Food was scarce and not appetizing. The infantry in particular, were constantly exposed to the weather. They faced a strong enemy well protected behind concrete, log and earthen bunkers while they themselves had to expose their bodies to enemy fire just to locate and destroy those defenses. “Excellent” simply doesn’t describe the American soldier’s morale in the Vosges Mountains in late 1944.


  Still mistrustful of General Devers, General Eisenhower called a meeting in mid-October in which he discussed options with Generals Devers and Bradley. Concerned mainly with logistics, Eisenhower asked Devers if he could help Patton’s Third Army, immediately to his north, with supplies coming through the Mediterranean. General Devers thought he could pass 1,000 tons per day to General Patton initially, beginning November 15th. This convinced Eisenhower that his only option was to open the port of Antwerp, which in turn postponed any major Allied offensive until 1945.


  As a result of this and subsequent meetings in October, Eisenhower issued a new directive. In this he described that the major thrust would be north of the Ardennes Forest by the 21st Army Group and 12th Army Group. Their ultimate target, as before, would be the German industrial area known as the Ruhr. This directive called for only limited offensives in 6th Army Group’s zone of action. Protecting the right flank of 12th Army Group remained General Devers’ main responsibility. This was determined to be the securing of the area around Luneville, but as this had already been secured with the seizure of the Parroy Forest, it added nothing to General Devers’ mission. A secondary task, clearing the west bank of the Rhine of all German forces and to seize crossings in the vicinity of Karlsruhe and Mannheim, did give 6th Army Group something to do.


  For General Devers, the seizure of crossings at Karlsruhe and Mannheim were long-distance objectives. At this time, late October 1944, they were not even in his assigned operational zone. Instead, 6th Army Group determined that for the immediate future they would seek to obtain Rhine River crossings in the Rastatt area, some 28 miles north of the major French city of Strasbourg. Any attempt to cross south of that area would place Allied forces facing the Black Forest, an area known for difficult terrain and thick areas of growth, in other words a perfect defensive position for the Germans. However, from the Rastatt area there were good avenues of advance leading east and northeast into the heart of Germany. Other routes led directly to the assigned crossing areas, Karlsruhe and Mannheim.


  Although General Eisenhower’s directive¹⁴ did not specify a timetable for opening this next offensive, it soon became clear that Bradley’s 12th Army Group would lead off the attack in the first week of November. The British and Canadians would follow about a week later. Given Eisenhower’s feelings about Devers and his 6th Army Group, it is not surprising that no specifics were issued to them regarding when to begin their offensive. Undeterred, General Devers consulted with Bradley, Patton, Patch and de Lattre and set his own target date for November 15th. The factors that influenced his decision were once again logistics, believing that by the target date his armies would have sufficient food, fuel, ammunition and medical supplies to sustain a push to the Rhine. Further, VI Corps was still struggling to reach the planned start line for the new offensive, and it was felt that this would be achieved by the target date. It would also provide a brief rest period for the veteran divisions as well as an introductory period for the newly arrived ones. Intelligence officers also studied German tactics and felt that the Germans usually moved their reserves on the second or third day of a major Allied offensive. If 6th Army Group attacked several days after the Third Army did north of them, German reserves in their area may have been drawn off by then, making the enemy defenses in front of 6th Army Group that much weaker. If they were fortunate, the German reserves would be in the process of moving, and not able to influence the outcome of the battle in front of either 6th Army Group or Third Army.


  General Devers even staggered his own attacks. In Seventh Army the XV Corps would attack first, on November 15th, followed by VI Corps on November 17. The XV Corps was directed on the city of Sarrebourg along Route N-4, some 30 miles north of St. Dié. From there it was to force the Saverne Gap in the Vosges and then, in coordination with the Third Army, make for the Rhine. The VI Corps was also to attack northeast along Routes N-420 and N-392, reaching the Alsatian Plains and seizing Strasbourg. They would then secure the west bank of the Rhine to the north and south of that city. The First French Army would launch an attack with its II French Corps to support the VI Corps attack. This last was also to distract the Germans from the main French attack, which was to be launched by the I Corps against the Belfort Gap. This time, however, that attack would be launched south of the city, along the Swiss Border.


  


  November 1945 saw some significant improvements in the 6th Army Group. With the logistical pipeline operating at increasing efficiency, the French Army’s situation had improved as well. General de Lattre felt that his army could sustain full-scale offensive operations for about ten days or perhaps even two weeks. He hoped that a successful attack through the Belfort Gap would force German defenses facing his troops to collapse and allow a swift advance to the Rhine before his logistical resources halted operations.


  General de Lattre still had manpower problems, however. Casualties had drained his forces of experienced manpower and there was little left to draw from in North Africa. Further, he still needed to replace some 15,200 African troops from tropical Africa who were unable to function fully in the climate of Western Europe. Most of these men were in the 1st French Infantry and 9th French Colonial Divisions. This had to be done before full winter set in. He had already begun to seek manpower sources within metropolitan France, and some 60,000 troops from various French Forces of the Interior (FFI) had joined the Regular Army by the end of October. A training program was actively providing individuals with skills and then integrating them into the First French Army’s regular formations. But the French Army was plagued by political differences and the integration of metropolitan French soldiers with the more conservative North African soldiers already in uniform was not without problems. Further controversy arose with the inclusion of former supporters of the Vichy government, members of the French Communist Party and others.


  In order to ease this otherwise difficult transition, General de Lattre chose to first organize the former FFI soldiers into battalion-sized units which were then attached to the regular French Army formations. This was particularly successful when these were used in commando-type units where the light infantry experience meshed well with the former FFI troops. These attachments also worked well in the French armored divisions where additional infantry, fast movements and light infantry tactics were more familiar to the former FFI soldiers. But problems remained within the infantry divisions. Attached as fourth battalions to existing infantry regiments, the FFI battalions were often treated as stepchildren, neglected and misused.


  Eventually, General de Lattre chose to replace the African troops on a company-by-company basis, replacing them with Caucasian troops. Some 6,000 FFI soldiers replaced an equal number of black soldiers in the 1st French Infantry Division’s line battalions, artillery and service organizations. In the 9th French Colonial Division some 9,200 Senegalese troops were replaced in similar manner. This brought many men into the combat units who had no combat experience, even with the FFI. Not only did they need to be trained but they had to be issued and trained in the use of American arms and equipment. Indeed, in order to arm these new troops many departing African troops turned over their arms, equipment, helmets and other items to the newcomers as they departed the front.


  As he prepared to take the offensive, General de Lattre was faced with yet another problem. The relatively quiet area which ran 190 miles along the Franco-Italian border from Switzerland to the Mediterranean had been held by most of the 4th Moroccan Infantry Division and several specialized American units. General Devers wanted to release these special units, including the 1st Airborne Task Force and the 1st Canadian-American Special Service Force (nicknamed the “Devil’s Brigade”). Only days before the scheduled start of the November offensive, he instructed de Lattre to assign French forces to cover the areas assigned to these units so they could be relieved and made available for future missions. General de Lattre objected to this new responsibility, since it would deplete his attack force. He suggested as an alternate plan that those of his African troops then being replaced by metropolitan French troops be used in the border zone. They were combat experienced, could be organized into appropriate forces, and the climate along the Italian border was much milder and therefore more suitable for them then the Vosges Mountains. General Devers, on logistical grounds, denied the request. Instead he wanted the 9th Zouaves, an independent French Regiment, for the task. But General de Lattre had already assigned this unit to a critical task in the upcoming offensive, now only a few days away. He requested that the relief be postponed until the end of the month. Reluctantly General Devers agreed, and instead pulled the 442nd Regimental Combat Team, then in dire need of rest and replenishment, for the assignment. Elements of the newly arriving U.S. 14th Armored Division were also sent to the border temporarily.


  Nor did that end General de Lattre’s series of difficulties. The French political leader, General de Gaulle, had for some time been urging General Eisenhower to detach French forces to open up the Gironde Estuary, which blocked the port of Bordeaux in western France. German forces still held the area, and until they were cleared out the port could not be used. De Gaulle wanted this port to be used to supply the needs of his civilian population. All the other ports which had been opened thus far by the Allies were devoted to bringing in military supplies and troops. General de Gaulle wanted France’s second largest port opened to feed the civilian population and to begin France’s economic recovery. Political considerations also prompted the request, with communist agitation and internecine warfare between resistance groups growing in the area.


  Eisenhower had initially declined de Gaulle’s request. He had no forces to spare and there were already American, Allied and French forces besieging other French ports, especially in Brittany. Feeling that his prestige was at stake, General de Gaulle then suggested that the 1st French Armored Division be pulled from 6th Army Group to help the local FFI eliminate the Gironde pockets of resistance. Further, he suggested that the 1st French Infantry Division be similarly withdrawn and sent to Paris for internal security duties. Once again General Eisenhower refused, saying that no such withdrawals from the First French Army would be considered until sufficient American divisions had reached the continent to replace them.


  But political pressures increased on General Eisenhower. Believing that internal security in southwestern France was becoming a problem, he authorized the sending of small units then undergoing a rearmament program in North Africa and Corsica to the area to help restore order. He then agreed to redeploy forces from the First French Army when the military situation permitted. But he still refused to detach any forces to the Gironde area. Apparently misunderstanding, or ignoring, Eisenhower’s statement, de Gaulle alerted de Lattre that his 1st French Armored Division would soon be detached for operations against the Gironde Estuary. He went on to advise de Lattre that the 1st French Infantry Division would follow the armored division. A plan was drawn up, with full knowledge of SHAEF, and was labeled Operation Independence. It scheduled the clearing of the Gironde Estuary and included both French divisions on its troop list. As did most military planning, this grew to include the seizure of La Rochelle and St. Nazaire, both ports then still held by surrounded German garrisons. Sealing off the Franco-Spanish border was soon added to the objectives list. Restoring order throughout southwestern France also made the list.


  But General Devers had read Eisenhower’s intent quite clearly. He limited the scope of Operation Independence to the clearing of the Gironde Estuary. The troop list would include the 1st French Armored Division, the 1st French Infantry Division, the 9th Zouaves, an armored reconnaissance squadron, two tank destroyer battalions, and three battalions of field artillery.¹⁵ A calendar of departures and start dates was also issued. Once again General de Lattre objected, saying that if this Operation Independence was to be a 6th Army Group responsibility then the Seventh U.S. Army should also contribute troops, suggesting the 2nd French Armored Division, then in XV Corps, be substituted for his own 1st French Armored Division. He continued to insist that he could not spare any troops until after his offensive to open the Belfort Gap had been completed.


  Once again General Devers compromised. First, he refused to substitute the 2nd French Armored Division for the 1st Armored Division, knowing that the former had been allocated a key role in Seventh Army’s offensive. Instead, he delayed the departure of the 1st French Armored Division until November 16th and the 1st French Infantry Division to November 30th. He deleted the 9th Zouaves and much of the other support elements from the troop list. Subsequent studies by the First French Army staff enabled the armored division to delay its departure until November 21st. General Devers approved the extension, but refused to accept any further delays. Even as the offensive was about to begin, the 1st French Armored Division sent an advance party to Bordeaux to prepare for the planned movement.


  


  


  Across the front line little had changed for the Germans. General Wiese and his Nineteenth Army remained on the defensive. It had little in the way of reserves with which to counterattack any Allied offensive. The defenses of the Vosges Foothill Position were weak and in no way designed to withstand a coordinated Allied attack, with all the firepower that implied. Although the terrain favored the defense, it made supply and reinforcement of the defending troops difficult, even when those supplies and troops became available. Moving forces to defend a gap created by an Allied penetration was even more difficult, and roads and transportation facilities were heavily worn down. Like General Devers, General Wiese knew that his command was low on the priority list of the German High Command. Their focus was on the front of Army Group B, which faced 12th U.S. Army Group farther north. As a result, General Wiese could not count on rapid reinforcement or assistance of any kind. His Army Group commander, Field Marshall Gerd von Rundstedt, was more concerned with the pending German Winter Counteroffensive, soon to be known as the Battle of the Bulge, to pay much attention to Army Group G, which was not to be involved in that attack. General Wiese, and Army Group G itself, had already lost most of its armored assets to the concentration of forces for the coming offensive. Within Army Group G General Balck was forced to give what few priorities he had to First Army, which faced the Third U.S. Army. They were defending the Metz area and holding up the advance of General Patton. Knowing Patton’s propensity to attack despite conditions, Balck sent what few reserves he had in Army Group G to First Army. General Wiese’s Nineteenth Army was left to its own resources.


  Indeed, the lack of manpower and equipment had changed German defensive tactics as well as strategy. Whereas formerly the Germans depended upon a defense in depth, with an outlying line of light troops, mostly reconnaissance troops, holding a series of outposts to delay and develop an enemy attack, followed by a stronger line of infantry, and tank and antitank forces in front of the final main line of defense to further disrupt an enemy attack, by late 1944 the practice was to have a single line of defense, with little or no depth, conducting a “passive” defense. Counterattacks, formerly crucial to German defensive doctrine, were much smaller in size and scope, as a way to conserve dwindling manpower.


  Generals Balck and Wiese agreed that the next attack would come from the Seventh Army and be directed at the Saverne Gap area. This axis, Baccarat to Sarrebourg to Saverne, crossed the boundary between the First Army and the Nineteenth Army. That raised the very real danger that General Patch’s attack would split apart the two armies, thereby rolling up the German defense line west of the Rhine River in the south. They also agreed that the First French Army would again strike for the Belfort Gap, but exactly what direction it would take remained unclear. In order to address some of these concerns General Balck extended General Wiese’s sector of the front to cover 6th Army Group’s entire front. It now extended north to the Rhine-Marne Canal, which coincidentally also marked the boundary between the Allied 6th and 12th Army Groups. General Thumm’s LXIV Corps held the northern end from the canal to just above St. Dié. The LXIV Corps thus faced the Seventh Army’s XV Corps and most of VI Corps. To hold its line, General Thumm had mostly tired or understrength units. These included the 553rd Volksgrenadier Division, the 951st Grenadier Regiment of the 361st Volksgrenadier Division, the 716th Infantry Division, the remnants of the 16th Volksgrenadier Division and a very weak 21st Panzer Division. Just before the Allied attack began, the 708th Volksgrenadier Division arrived in the Nineteenth Army and relieved both the 21st Panzer Division and the 951st Grenadiers, both of which were transferred to First Army.¹⁶ Going north with them was the only significant reserve in Army Group G, the 106th Panzer Brigade. The Nineteenth Army was left with only a few assault guns as an armored reserve.


  South of General Thumm was General Petersen’s IV Luftwaffe Corps, defending the High Vosges below St. Dié. Here there were two relatively strong units, the 198th Infantry Division and the 269th Volksgrenadier Division.¹⁷ These faced the VI U.S. Corps and II French Corps, respectively. Further south, Lieutenant General Baptist Kniess’ LXXXV Corps defended the Belfort Gap with three divisions, the 159th Infantry, 189th Infantry and 338th Infantry Divisions.¹⁸ These were all rested and fresh, not having engaged in combat recently. With these forces and little hope for additional aid, General Wiese was expected to hold the west bank of the Rhine River.


  


  All the Allied planning came to naught. Due to poor flying weather the major attack by General Bradley’s 12th Army Group was repeatedly delayed. Finally, he ordered General Patton to attack with his Third Army alone, hoping to join in the attack as soon as the weather cleared. This caught General Devers off guard. It wasn’t until November 7th that 6th Army Group learned that Third Army would attack the very next day, despite weather conditions. In order to keep to his planned schedule of staggered attacks, General Devers had to quickly move his own start date forward from November 15th to the 13th. After a staff review which indicated the change would entail no logistical problems, the order went out for the XV Corps to attack on the 13th, the VI Corps on the 15th, and the I and II French Corps on the 13th. After reviewing the changes General Devers felt very optimistic, believing that XV Corps would break out onto the Alsatian Plains by December 1st and the I French Corps would enter the Rhine River Valley even sooner. The possibilities of taking Strasbourg and breaching the Rhine River barrier were discussed. It was time the 6th Army Group showed the other Allied commands what they could do.


  Little had changed since the first week in November in XV Corps. The 2nd French Armored Division held Baccarat and the 44th Infantry Division had made some minor advances during this time. Now, behind them, the 79th Infantry Division began assembling in the Mondon Forest for the coming attack. The weather, which had stopped the northern group of armies, was terrible. Heavy rains had turned into snowstorms, and wet snow blanketed the ground over which the attack would have to move. All streams were flooded and many roads and trails were washed out. The troops described the ever-present French mud as bottomless. For a moment General Devers considered postponing the offensive, but finally decided to continue as planned. The 44th Infantry and 79th Infantry Divisions, each with two regiments in the attack, went forward on November 13th.


  The 44th U.S. Infantry Division attacked towards Sarrebourg, with its 324th Infantry on the left and the 71st Infantry on the right. Initial advances were rapid, as the Germans were surprised at the attack under such poor weather conditions. But as always, they reacted quickly and soon a heavy and accurate bombardment from artillery, mortar and machine gun fire slowed the division’s advance. By darkness only a mile or so of advance had been accomplished. Disappointed, General Spragins decided to commit his reserve regiment, the 114th Infantry. He directed this unit to outflank the 553rd Infantry Division, sweeping across the front of his other two attacking regiments. After moving through the 71st Infantry Regiment, that is just what they did. Within a day the 114th Infantry gained more than a mile, dislodging many of the German defenses facing the other regiments. The following day, November 16th, the 114th Infantry and 106th Cavalry Group mopped up while the 71st Infantry and 324th Infantry continued east. Within two more days the defenses of the 553rd Infantry Division began to unravel under the continuing pressure. That was the day the 71st Infantry Regiment moved nine miles along Route N-4 and was almost in sight of the Rhine-Marne Canal, six miles short of the final objective. The 324th Infantry and 106th Cavalry kept pace alongside. The breakthrough that General Haislip had hoped for was half accomplished.


  General Wyche’s 79th Infantry Division attacked alongside the 44th Infantry Division. It, too, had pushed several miles up Route N-392 and had beaten the 708th Volksgrenadier Division to the punch when the 315th Infantry Regiment attacked just as the Germans were preparing their own counterattack. That counterattack was designed to prevent a breach between the 553rd and 708th Volksgrenadier Divisions. This attack by the 315th Infantry disrupted the planned German riposte and knocked out most of Nineteenth Army’s assault guns. Desperate to halt the advance of the “Cross of Lorraine” Division, the Germans struck again on November 15th with a force from the 553rd Volksgrenadier Division and LXIV Corps troops. So weak were these attacks that no unusual activity was reported by the 79th Infantry Division for the day. As the 44th Infantry Division was doing nearby, the 79th Infantry Division now began to systematically destroy the defenses of the 708th Volksgrenadier Division. Resistance became progressively weaker as the advance progressed deeper into the German defensive belt.


  By November 16th General Wiese had lost contact with the 708th Volksgrenadier Division. Believing the Americans had penetrated his front lines and severed the 553rd Volksgrenadier Division from LXIV Corps, General Wiese saw his situation getting increasingly desperate. In fact, the 553rd Volksgrenadier Division had fallen back in fairly good order to Blamont and established a new defensive line there. Likewise the remnants of the 708th Volksgrenadier Division was falling back into the prepared positions of the Vosges Foothill Position. Nevertheless the position of LXIV Corps was increasingly dire. To make matters worse, it was now that General Haislip decided to commit his armored reserve, the 2nd French Armored Division. This attack hit the 708th Volksgrenadier Division hard, knocking out communications and disorganizing its units. Working with both American divisions, the French rapidly pushed north and east.


  The 44th Infantry Division renewed its push against the 553rd Volksgrenadier Division on November 18th. The renewed pressure quickly began to tell on the Germans, collapsing the right flank of the neighboring 708th Volksgrenadier Division. General Wiese’s worst fears were realized. The French Combat Commands rolled forward for four miles unopposed and captured bridges at Cirey-sur-Vezouse. They then rolled onto the main German supply route, finding it clear of mines and roadblocks. To the left, the 79th Infantry Division entered Blamont unopposed. The German defenses were clearly falling apart. Harassed only by distant German artillery and mortar fire, the XV Corps rolled on.


  During the night of November 19th the 553rd Volksgrenadier Division pulled back in an attempt to set up another line of defense, but the French and Americans gave them no rest, following so closely that there was no time to prepare new positions. Satisfied that it was time for the pursuit phase of his attack, General Haislip turned lose the remainder of the 2nd French Armored Division. Its immediate objective was the town of Saverne on the far side of the Vosges Mountains. General Leclerc carefully divided his division up into task forces and sent them forward. Each unit had a primary and an alternative route of advance. French intelligence had assembled every bit of information they could on road conditions, German defenses and the deployment of German troops. He planned to initially bypass Saverne to the north after crossing the Rhine-Marne Canal, bypassing Sarrebourg on the west and north, and then move across the Low Vosges north of the Saverne Gap, approaching it from the north and northeast. Another task force would bypass the gap to the south and swing north to create a pincer attack on the gap. The plan avoided the strong German defenses in the gap itself and would outflank them.


  General Haislip assigned the 44th Infantry Division to seize the town of Sarrebourg itself. It would then relieve elements of the French to allow them to move to the Saverne Gap. The 79th Infantry Division stood ready to exploit any breach by either of the others. Once relieved by the two American divisions, General Leclerc was to race out on the Alsatian Plains north to Strasbourg. But he was also told that if the XV Corps flank was attacked, he would be required to withdraw and protect it. The reason that was now important was because XV Corps and Seventh Army’s left flank was more than ten miles ahead of Third Army’s XII Corps. The gap between armies was being screened by the 106th Cavalry Group, but it continued to grow larger and the Cavalry could not stop any major attack through that gap. There was little indication that there would be such an attack, not with the Germans clearly on the defensive, but preparations were made nonetheless. To ensure no surprises, General Haislip held the 45th Infantry Division in reserve.


  Launching itself from the lines of the 44th Infantry Division near the Rhine-Marne Canal, the 2nd French Armored Division began its exploitation. Within hours they had seized several bridges over the canal and moved north. Behind them the 324th and 71st Infantry Regiments followed, aiming for Sarrebourg. Only scattered elements of the 361st Volksgrenadier Division of First Army hindered the advance. So swift was the Allied advance that the withdrawing Germans found the French and Americans had reached their Vosges Foothill Position defense before they could. Their only choice was to continue to withdraw, thus facilitating the advance of General Patton’s XII Corps. General Balck made some desperate moves, none of which made a difference in the halting of the Allied advances. General von Gilsa’s LXXXIX Corps headquarters moved into Sarrebourg, but stayed barely long enough to see the 71st Infantry Regiment approaching the city. There was nothing he could do to salvage the situation. By dawn most of the city was in the possession of the 71st Infantry Regiment.


  Meanwhile the French were continuing to move swiftly. They repeatedly captured intact bridges due to the Germans’ surprise at seeing them so far behind their front lines. They, too, contributed to the decimation of the 361st Volksgrenadier Division. By November 21st that unit had barely 2,000 riflemen left. One task force, under Colonel Louis J. Dio, found an undefended pass through the Vosges and requested permission to use it instead of the planned route. Permission was immediately granted and the task force raced ahead. Town after town fell to the French. On the other route the French plus the Americans of both the 44th Infantry and 79th Infantry Divisions pushed forward against sporadic German resistance. Isolated pockets of German resistance held up the Allies briefly, but German strength was insufficient for a strong stand at any point along the advancing line. On November 20th a French task force overran the artillery of the 553rd Volksgrenadier Division and captured hundreds of enemy troops. Supported closely by the 314th and 313th Infantry Regiments, the advance raced forward.


  So swiftly was the advance moving that prisoners from rear area support elements were swelling the Prisoner of War cages of the leading task forces. The 79th Infantry Division was ordered to send a couple of rifle companies to the French just to handle these prisoners. A heavy rainstorm did not slow the advance, and fleeing Germans continued to be rounded up along the roads as the Allies moved forward. In trying to join up with other leading French elements, one French task force drove all night with lights on and engines racing. There was no German response, the 553rd Volksgrenadier Division itself being in full retreat. Major General Johannes Brühn, the division commander, assembled about 1,800 survivors, some light artillery and a few vehicles near the town of Voyer. Under the heavy rainstorm he led the group along the Rhine-Marne Canal past several Allied outposts to reach Arzviller. Here he met another group of some 300 survivors of his division that had also escaped. With these troops General Brühn tried to organize a defense of the Saverne Gap. He soon received an unexpected but very welcome reinforcement, a Non-Commissioned Officer School Battalion from the town of Bitche, 20 miles north. With limited resources, General Brühn placed his defenses along the obvious route to the gap, along Route N-4. He did not attempt to block several narrow mountain roads north and south of Saverne, precisely the roads the French had all along planned to use to bypass Saverne Gap.


  While General Brühn organized his last-ditch defenses, the French moved along as planned. Task Force Massu moved over the mountains and broke out onto the Alsatian Plains on November 21st, immediately turning north, heading for Saverne. By the next day the penetration of the Vosges Mountains by the 2nd French Armored Division was accomplished. One task force was a mile north of Saverne. That same day, November 22nd, the French entered the city and captured more than 800 Germans, including the 553rd Volksgrenadiers’ General Brühn and part of the headquarters personnel of the LXXXIX Corps, although General von Gilsa himself escaped.¹⁹ The surviving Germans, like von Gilsa, moved north to escape the trap. For the next few days more Alsatian towns and villages were liberated and the Saverne Gap cleared. General Haislip’s first phase of the offensive was complete.
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  THE BELFORT GAP


  


  


  The new infantry divisions which joined the Seventh Army in November 1944 were products of the American Army’s building and training program developed in 1942. On March 9, 1942, the Army Ground Forces Headquarters was created. At that time the U.S. Army had 29 Infantry Divisions in existence. Ten of these were assigned to the Regular Army, and had been in existence prior to September 1940. A further 18 were National Guard Divisions which had been inducted into Federal service between September and November 1940. The last division was Army of the United States.¹ These were all referred to as “old army” units while all new divisions activated in 1942 and 1943 were referred to as “new divisions.” The divisions of the VI Corps in November 1944 were all “old army” divisions, befitting a unit which had entered combat back in 1943, while those of the XV Corps were all “new army” divisions.


  The first step taken to prepare the “old divisions” for the new war was to streamline them to fit the new terms of warfare. The major change was reducing them from two infantry brigades, each with two infantry regiments, to a simple three infantry regiment, or triangular, configuration. All of the “old” divisions lost one infantry regiment and both brigade headquarters.² This permitted more divisions to be formed with the newly created separate regiments. Other changes included reducing the divisional engineer regiment to a battalion, changes in supporting artillery organization, and reducing the size of the various service units assigned to each division.


  The 44th Infantry Division, for example, was inducted from the New York and New Jersey National Guards in September 1940. At that time it retained the old formation of two infantry brigades and four infantry regiments.³ It also contained an artillery brigade of three artillery regiments. Quartermaster, engineer and medical regiments were also part of the division. By January 1943, the two brigade headquarters had been dissolved. Two of the original four infantry regiments had been detached from the division and assigned elsewhere. A new third regiment, the 324th Infantry, newly created, joined to complete the “triangular” concept. The three artillery regiments had been converted into three, later four, artillery battalions. The quartermaster regiment had been reduced to a company and the engineers from a regiment to a battalion.⁴


  Another 26 infantry divisions were to be created during the war, most of them in late 1942 and in 1943. The planners contemplated activating three or four divisions per month. Including infantry, armored and cavalry divisions a total of 91 U.S. Army divisions were activated during the war, of which 89 served overseas.⁵ All but 16 of these were infantry, including the five airborne divisions, a cavalry division and one mountain division.⁶


  All of these divisions, including the 79th, 100th and 103rd Infantry Divisions which were to serve with the Seventh U.S. Army, were put through the same activation and training programs. Each new division was scheduled for activation on a certain date and on a specified post. Prior to that date a cadre of 172 officers and 1,190 enlisted men were drawn from an active or parent division that had already completed, or was near completing, the training program. This cadre was selected some three months before the activation date and subjected to special training. Enlisted cadre personnel were personally selected by the division commander and promoted one grade in rank.⁷


  Seventy-eight days prior to the activation date, the new division’s commander, assistant division commander and artillery commander, all General officers, were selected and sent to General Headquarters for a week of orientation. The division commander then went to Fort Leavenworth, Kansas, for a month of special instruction at the Command and General Staff School located there. The assistant division commander and artillery commander also took special instruction at their respective service schools.⁸ The new division’s staff officers were also sent for special training and later joined the division commander at Fort Leavenworth.


  


  The division commander and his staff arrived at the designated training site 37 days prior to activation. A week later the rest of the cadre arrived, including all enlisted cadre. During the following week they received 452 officers who were provided by the War Department from officer candidate and service schools and the officer replacement pool. On activation day the division was formally activated and began receiving some 13,425 men from reception centers. During this time the division’s equipment would also arrive. The division now began the training cycle.


  Depending upon when the division was activated, the men would begin a 17-week cycle of progressive unit training, from basic training to small unit training up to the battalion level. The first period of training, lasting 13 weeks, consisted of progressive unit training from squad to regiment. The purpose here was to develop teamwork and confidence. During this phase actual combat (live) firing was tested by corps commanders under which the division trained. Numerous field exercises were conducted. The final 14 weeks of training consisted of combined arms training, in which all the elements of the division worked together. Again, this was to develop teamwork within the division and create a bond between the infantry, artillery, engineers and other supporting elements. This training included field exercises from battalion to regimental levels, and ended with field exercises in which one division was pitted against another. These were judged by the corps commander and evaluated as to the individual division’s readiness for combat.


  As the Army grew and developed new divisions, adjustments were made to these plans. For example, by September 1942 only the division commander, assistant commander and artillery commander were designated by the War Department. Other staff was designated by the Army Ground Forces itself while principal service force commanders were nominated by the Army Service Forces. The size of the officer cadre was increased to 185 and designated by the senior headquarters under which the division would train. Additional staff officers, for example an antitank officer and a staff officer familiar with motor vehicles, were added to the cadre. The new division commander, his assistant and artillery commander were now required to attend an additional school, the Quartermaster Motor Transport School at Holabird, Maryland. By 1943 the officer cadre increased again to 215 while the enlisted cadre grew to 1,460.


  


  Training rarely ran smoothly. It was not unusual for division commanders to try to get troublemakers out of their commands by assigning them as cadre to a new division. Equipment deliveries rarely kept pace with the rapidly growing Army. Some equipment received was obsolete. Divisions were forced to sometimes train with wooden poles designated artillery pieces, or jeeps and trucks marked “tank” until the situation could be improved. Training was also interrupted by what came to be known as “personnel stripping.” The entry of the United States into combat at New Guinea, Guadalcanal and North Africa resulted in an increased call for infantry replacements due to casualties suffered in these engagements. In order to supply trained manpower, divisions well along in the training cycle were often “stripped” of trained men to fulfill these needs. The 100th Infantry Division, for example, was “stripped” of 3,675 enlisted men between April and September 1944, just prior to overseas shipment. Similarly, the 103rd Infantry Division lost 2,550 men during the same period. Both divisions had been previously “stripped” in December 1943. Nor were the National Guard divisions immune, and the 44th Infantry Division suffered similar losses before shipping overseas. All of this personnel turbulence made “teamwork” and unit training more difficult to retain. Some divisions were forced to run multiple training cycles at the same time, simply to get the new men up to the levels of the “old” members of the division. Others maintained a separate training program which trained the new men until they were at a level to join their more experienced comrades. To alleviate this situation some divisions were eventually designated as replacement pools, from which replacements were drawn, leaving the other divisions time to prepare for overseas deployment.⁹


  Finally, there was command turbulence. Few divisions remained under the same commander under which they were activated. This was in large part because of the enormous expansion of the U.S. Army and the lack of qualified and experienced officers with which to lead such large formations as combat divisions. Lack of qualified and experienced officers, added to the occasional incompetent officer, led to a widespread turnover in commanders. Some believe that there was also a prejudice against National Guard officers, in part at least to make room for Regular Army career officers to advance themselves. Several National Guard officers did in fact lead combat divisions with distinction, with at least one achieving corps command in combat. For whatever reasons, division command during this period was often a temporary thing.¹⁰


  As the war intensified and the need for more divisions overseas increased, adjustments were made. The basic training cycle was reduced to 13 weeks, unit training to 11 weeks and combined arms training to 11 weeks. The total training cycle for a new division in 1943 was now set at 35 weeks. Testing competence at all levels remained in effect. These adjustments also allocated a 15 percent overstrength allotment. The intent here was to offset cadre and attrition losses. Other changes, based upon experience, were the reduction of the quartermaster battalion to a company, and the addition of a light ordnance maintenance company to handle the increasing number of motor vehicles allocated to the division. Further, the American infantry division underwent constant changes in organization which increased or reduced the number of men assigned to it. New equipment, also developed from early combat experiences, made its appearance in the division. New and more powerful antitank guns, for example, appeared in late 1943. The World War I artillery piece, the 75mm gun, was replaced by the more powerful 105mm howitzer. Additional punch was given the artillery by adding a fourth battalion firing 155mm howitzers.


  Still, problems remained. Major General Troy Middleton, commenting on his 45th Infantry Division’s first action in Sicily in 1943 remarked to Army Ground Forces: “During our training period there was a definite lack of training ammunition for the antitank rifle grenade and bazooka. The men did not have the ammunition or proper targets, such as old German tanks, at which to fire in order to give them the necessary confidence that is vital in repelling a tank attack. I believe that the lack of this confidence in the antitank rifle grenade and the bazooka was a determining factor in the fight near Persano.”¹¹ Personnel problems also remained, particularly with respect to obtaining and retaining qualified officers. The Division commander of the 44th Infantry Division complained to Army Ground Forces that “My commissioned personnel problem is quite difficult of solution. I have the vacancies. In fact, if I promote to fill all vacancies of Colonels and Lieutenant Colonels … I would need 15 Infantry Majors…. I can now get officers from divisions nearby, but such a selection would be officers that the current division commanders are willing to lose. I will do better struggling along with what I have, rather than import men ‘selected out’ of other combat units.”¹²


  Another problem which affected the growing U.S. Army was its own Army Specialized Training Program (ASTP). This program was intended to develop within the Army enlisted men with skills the Army believed it would need during and after the war. Only the “best and the brightest” were selected for the program, depriving the combat units of scores of intelligent men. This deprived the combat units of men best suited for leadership roles as non-commissioned officers. When selected for the ASTP the departing soldier left a vacancy which his unit had to fill from within, creating more personnel turbulence. The 44th Infantry Division surgeon reported in August 1943 that technical training had been set back seriously “when practically all the trained medical, surgical and dental technicians were lost to A.S.T.P.”¹³ Major General Harry Maloney, commanding the 94th Infantry Division, echoed this thought when he complained that “survey teams and fire direction centers have had to be reorganized as many as five times” due to loss of personnel to the ASTP program.¹⁴ Ironically, when the program was discontinued in late 1944 in order to fulfill the overseas armies’ demand for more replacements, the men that had their educations rudely interrupted were naturally reluctant to positively view the experience of being assigned to front line combat units after years of college life.


  


  By November 1944 all the training and preparation was over. The divisions were now part of the Seventh U.S. Army facing Germany’s Army Group G in the Alsace-Lorraine region of occupied France. The offensive by the XV Corps had opened some serious cracks in Army Group G’s front, and pressure from the XII Corps in the U.S. Third Army to the north had exacerbated these. The German First Army was threatened on both its northern and southern flanks. A major disaster loomed. Conceivably the destruction of German forces west of the Rhine was imminent.


  Field Marshal Gerd von Rundstedt acted immediately. As commander of German forces in the West he had earlier ordered Army Group H, in the Netherlands, to dispatch the recuperating 256th Volksgrenadier Division to Army Group G. Now he ordered another division, the 245th Volksgrenadier Division to the same destination. Both were intended for the First Army. The 401st Volks Artillery Corps, four battalions of artillery, was similarly dispatched. Meanwhile the First Army ordered every last reserve into the line to prevent a breakthrough, including the army headquarters guard company. In order to increase command and control functions, Field Marshal von Rundstedt also provided a provisional corps headquarters, the Corps Command Vosges, to take charge of the covering force in front of Strasbourg. It was to establish a delaying line of defense some eight miles southeast of Saverne. Unfortunately for the Germans, there were few units to place under the command of the provisional corps. A scratch force of the headquarters only of the 49th Infantry Division, two stray infantry battalions, and a motley collection of smaller units that were moving to the west from Wehrkreis V and XII were attached. The 256th Volksgrenadier Division was also intended to join Corps Command Vosges. But von Rundstedt knew these were only temporary measures. What was needed was a strong counterattack.


  For some time von Rundstedt had been asking for the use of the Panzer Lehr Division. This full strength panzer division was resting behind his lines in preparation for participation in the upcoming German Winter Offensive. As such, it was in strategic reserve and could not be released without the approval of the highest authority. But on November 21st approval surprisingly came and Major General Fritz Bayerlein’s division was released to von Rundstedt. It came, however, with strings. It had to be returned to the strategic reserve no later than November 28th so it could resume its role in the planned offensive.


  Field Marshal von Rundstedt instructed General Balck at Army Group G to use the Panzer Lehr Division for a concentrated attack against the northern flank of U.S. XV Corps so as to stop the threatened penetration between the First and Nineteenth Armies. It was to strike between Sarrebourg and Phalsbourg supported by the 401st Volks Artillery Corps, a weak 361st Infantry Division, and an equally weak 25th Panzergrenadier Division. General Balck also wanted Nineteenth Army to field a task force which would link with the Panzer Lehr Division around Hazelbourg, six miles south of Phalsbourg. In order to assemble troops for this task, Balck authorized the withdrawal of the Nineteenth Army to the Vosges Ridge Position. This decision, based upon inaccurate intelligence about the missing 553rd Volksgrenadier Division, which General Balck believed was still in position around Hazelbourg, made a successful coordinated attack unlikely. He also assumed that the 245th Volksgrenadier Division would arrive in time to hold whatever ground the Panzer Lehr Division had won before it was returned to the strategic reserve. Despite this optimism, the commander of the First Army, General Otto von Knobelsdorff, felt that he would be grateful if the attack by the Panzer Lehr Division succeeded in merely holding what little of the Sarre River Valley the Germans still possessed.


  The German planning and preparations did not go unnoticed across the lines. The Seventh Army’s intelligence soon divined that something was up in the German lines. But not knowing the time, the place nor strength of any German attack plans, General Patch decided to go ahead with his own. He directed General Haislip’s XV Corps to strike for Haguenau and Soufflenheim after securing Saverne. This objective was a mere six miles from the Rhine River. Leaving security forces to protect his exposed northern flank, General Haislip was to position his troops so as to flank the German units holding up General Brooks’ VI Corps. Concluding his orders, General Patch ordered Haislip to “attack Strasbourg, employing armored elements to assist the VI Corps in the capture of the city.”¹⁵ Since the city seemed to be in reach of either American corps, General Patch opened the door for its capture to either. Completing his orders was the instruction to push past Strasbourg, if possible, and secure a crossing over the Rhine River should that opportunity arise. Although Haislip was not ordered to seize Strasbourg, leaving that to VI Corps, he was not actually forbidden to do so.


  General Haislip immediately set to work. He ordered General Leclerc to finish mopping up Saverne and then capture Haguenau. After that was accomplished, he was to strike out for Strasbourg and capture the city if he arrived before the VI Corps. The area previously assigned to the 2nd French Armored Division, Haguenau-Soufflenheim, was assigned to the 44th U.S. Infantry Division. The 79th U.S. Infantry Division was ordered up to be available to support either of the two forward divisions. Security around Sarrebourg was assigned to the 106th Cavalry Group and elements of the 45th U.S. Infantry Division.


  General Leclerc wasted no time in starting his mission. Strasbourg was a symbol to the French of the past 75 years of conflict with Germany. Task forces from the 2nd French Armored Division immediately struck out towards Strasbourg, overrunning small German garrisons in various farming communities. Four task forces, officially disguised by Leclerc as a reconnaissance in force, moved directly upon the city. An American liaison officer with the French later recorded, “We went roaring across the plain in our jeep along with four or five light tanks and a few half tracks of infantry, about 70 men. We passed working parties and groups of German soldiers … they just stood open-mouthed. When they saw it was French troops they were scared to death for they had heard that the French … did not take too many prisoners.”¹⁶ Totally surprising the Germans in the area, Task Force Rouvillois entered Strasbourg by 10:30 in the morning of November 23, 1944. A second task force, Task Force Massu (Lt. Col. Jacques Massu), which encountered more difficult opposition, arrived a few hours later. Both French civilians and Germans soldiers were totally surprised by their arrival; many only became aware of the liberation while riding their bicycles to work. German officers shopping with their wives were cut down by sudden French machine gun fire. By early afternoon an entire Combat Command (CCV) of the 2nd French Armored Division, reinforced with a battalion of the 313th Infantry, 79th Infantry Division, had secured Strasbourg. Not content to celebrate the capture, Task Force Rouvillois raced through the streets to the Rhine River, seizing intact bridges over the watercourses in the eastern edge of that city. Just ahead lay the critical rail and highway bridges over the Rhine itself. As the French moved on these, they were halted by a strong German defensive position barely 650 yards short of the river. Firing from apartments, thick-walled bunkers and rooftops, enemy antitank fire, antitank barriers and small-arms fire stopped the advance. German artillery and mortars soon joined in to the fight. Heavy and accurate fire from across the river forced a short French withdrawal. For the remainder of November 23rd and all day November 24th the battle went on. With inadequate infantry for street and house-to-house fighting, the French were stymied. All that could be accomplished was to isolate the Germans from the rest of the city. The Germans, content to protect the essential bridges, made no move to counterattack. They held the bridges while German troops and civilians crossed to safety. Those, who managed to infiltrate between French lines were sent across as they appeared. Behind CCV the rest of the division mopped up within Strasbourg, taking hundreds of German troops captive and rounding up German civilians for internment. Eventually some 6,000 German prisoners were counted and another 15,000 German civilians taken into custody. For the Saverne and Strasbourg operations General Leclerc reported some 55 men killed, 165 wounded and 5 missing in action.


  But the Germans remained in eastern Strasbourg, holding access to the Rhine River bridges. The French simply did not have enough strength available to both clear the city and eliminate the bridgehead. The vast number of German civilians within the city presented a security problem that had to be addressed, as did the large amount of disorganized German troops. Having committed all of his troops to the Strasbourg operations and holding a 20-mile long line of defense, General Leclerc had no resources left. He turned to General Haislip, asking for American troops to be rushed to the city.


  General Haislip had his own problems, however. General Brooks’ VI Corps was still two or three days away from Strasbourg, fighting towards that objective. Haislip’s own XV Corps was directed by General Patch to move against Haguenau, which required all of his available forces. Further, he was responsible for securing General Leclerc’s long line of communications and supply. Hence there was no American force immediately available for Leclerc.


  Securing the French line of communications required the three regiments of the 79th Infantry Division to cross the Vosges and reach the Moder River area west of Strasbourg. Behind them the 44th Infantry Division’s 324th Infantry Regiment and the Thunderbirds’ 180th Infantry Regiment took up defensive positions along the Alsatian plains north of Severne. These positions protected the exposed flank of the XV Corps. To the south the remainder of the 45th Infantry Division attacked until they made contact with elements of the 3rd Infantry Division, VI Corps, which had finally pushed across the High Vosges and entered the Alsatian Plain. With the juncture of these two forces, the Allied penetration into the Alsatian plains seemed secure. But it was then that General Haislip suddenly learned of the presence of the Panzer Lehr Division.


  Haislip reacted immediately. He halted all forward movement of his corps and began to hastily realign his defenses from facing east to facing north, where his intelligence reported the Panzer Lehr. The 44th Infantry Division, after being relieved by the 79th Infantry Division at Haguenau, was to turn to face north above Sarrebourg with its 71st and 114th Infantry Regiments supported by two squadrons of the 106th Cavalry Group.¹⁷ The third regiment of the 45th Infantry Division, the 157th Infantry, General Haislip kept in reserve. General Leclerc was alerted that he might be recalled to the Sarrebourg area, but General Haislip was confident that the 44th Infantry Division could handle the threat posed by the newly arrived panzer division.


  


  Preparations for the German counterattack had begun days earlier. The 361st Volksgrenadier Division had been since November 21st attempting to establish a defensive line facing south from Mittersheim to Drulingen. But constant pressure from XII Corps of the Third Army had prevented success. Squeezed between the XII and XV Corps, the 361st Volksgrenadier Division gave way. By November 22nd the line the Volksgrenadiers were to have held was occupied by the 4th Armored Division of Third Army and the 44th Infantry Division and 106th Cavalry Group of Seventh Army. When elements of the 4th Armored Division met advance patrols of the 71st Infantry Regiment, 44th Infantry Division near Fenetrange, the planned German defensive line was completely disrupted.


  Plans for the German counterattack were equally disrupted. Although the Panzer Lehr Division had been released from the strategic reserve and assigned to Army Group G, not all of it was available. Only one of its two organic tank battalions was available. Many of those tanks, 35 Mark IV and 35 Mark V (Panther) tanks, had already broken down on the approach march.¹⁸ A replacement battalion for the missing organic tank battalion scheduled to join the attack did not receive its tanks in time for the counterattack. Scheduled to attack early in the morning of November 23rd, the division did not arrive at its start point until late afternoon that day. It had at that point only 40 tanks, two of its four panzer grenadier battalions and ten assault guns. Further, the XV Corps was prepared for the attack. Although other forces were to have joined in the counterattack, for a variety of reasons Panzer Lehr Division would attack alone. ¹⁹


  Nevertheless, General Bayerlein attacked as ordered. Dividing his forces into two columns, he directed a dozen tanks and some infantry to advance through Baerendorf while a stronger force with 25 tanks moved through Eywiller. The advance initially went well, with the American outposts easily overwhelmed or brushed aside. The lightly armed 106th Cavalry was pushed back and elements of the 44th Infantry Division were overwhelmed, losing about 200 prisoners to the German advance. But just south of Rauwiller elements of both the 106th Cavalry and the 71st Infantry Regiment rallied and halted any further German advance. The second German column also made good initial progress but was halted when the 114th Infantry was rushed to the front.


  The following morning things became much worse for the Panzer Lehr Division. The 4th Armored Division, commanded by Major General John S. (“P”) Wood, came crashing into their exposed western flank, as a part of the ongoing advance of the XII Corps. The two armored divisions engaged in house-to-house fighting at Baerendorf until late afternoon, when the Americans cleared the town. To the south the 71st Infantry Regiment retook Rauwiller. The 106th Cavalry, meanwhile, maintained its blocking position at Schalback. Field Marshal von Rundstedt, already displeased with the progress of the attack, changed the mission of the Panzer Lehr Division. It was now to block Route N-4. Knowing that there were no other available forces to strengthen or renew the attack, it was called off. In addition General Balck was instructed to use his forces, which had been designated to launch a supporting attack from the south, to strengthen his own defenses.


  That did not end the fighting, however. On November 25th Panzer Lehr and the 4th Armored Division fought again over Baerendorf and Rauwiller. Intense fighting lasted for several hours before the Germans withdrew. Near Schabach another column overran the 2nd Battalion, 114th Infantry until turned back by American artillery fire. This, however, was the high point of the German counterattack. That same afternoon Field Marshal von Rundstedt called off the attack.


  


  While General Haislip had been taking Strasbourg, General Brooks’ VI Corps was still struggling through the Vosges Mountains. The fighting continued to be difficult and costly. Even long service veterans felt the strain. Second Lieutenant Audie L. Murphy of the 3rd Infantry Division described it in his memoirs. “As we sneak up the slopes, we hear only the creaking of our boots and the patter of water from the trees. The Germans remain silent. But we have seen them pull this trick before, and will not be fooled by it. We advance from point to point, using trees and huge rocks for cover and examining every possible foot of ground that lies before us. We are driving into the Vosges mountain chain, which is the chief obstacle lying between us and the Rhine. Speed is most important. The rain still falls; the coldness increases. Soon snow and ice will take over the rugged hills, increasing the difficulty of our advance immeasurably. The terrain is perfect for defense. The thick forests, hiding innumerable snipers and machine gun emplacements, must often be cleared by tree-to-tree fighting. The enemy has dug in high upon the steep craggy slopes, from which they pour artillery and mortar fire into our ranks.”²⁰


  Using his newly arrived divisions, General Brooks planned to push his way through the remaining Vosges Mountains and emerge on to the Alsatian Plain, where rapid exploitation was expected. In order to do this he first had to clear both banks of the Meurthe River. Although the 3rd Infantry Division had reached the river in its sector, the Germans still held much of it further to the north, thereby threatening the flank of VI Corps.


  The entry of the 100th U.S. Infantry Division into actual combat was typical of most divisions. Aside from patrol actions the first battalion attack was launched by the 1st Battalion, 399th Infantry Regiment on November 4th. Lieutenant Colonel Elery M. Zehner’s men were to push out of La Salle and move north to St. Remy. As the leading company crossed the start line, enemy artillery, mortar and small arms fire opened a terrific barrage. Great confusion resulted. The inexperienced infantrymen halted under this damaging fire. Immediately upon being informed of this problem, Lt. Colonel Zehner left his command post and went to the forward elements of his battalion. He began to reorganize the shattered units under fire and then in full view of his men and the enemy, he stood erect and began to walk forward into the enemy barrage. Waving his men to follow him, he led the attack forward. He maintained his forward position all throughout the attack that day and was among the first Americans into St. Remy that evening.²¹


  A few days later, the Century Division was to attack across the Muerthe River against Raon-l’Etape and the high ground in that area. The 45th Infantry Division’s earlier attack against this same objective had failed and General Brooks needed a success in order to secure the flanks of his main attack under the 6th Army Group’s November Offensive plans. The 103rd Infantry Division would secure the Meurthe south of the 3rd Infantry Division at St. Dié. Once these objectives were secured the main attack would be launched by the 3rd Infantry Division. The 36th Infantry Division, still recovering from its recent trials in the Vosges, would take over the area vacated by the 103rd Infantry Division as it moved to the attack.


  Facing VI Corps was the Nineteenth Army with two corps. The LXIV Corps faced both the American corps, with only the recently arrived 708th Volksgrenadier Division in front of VI Corps. This unit faced the 100th U.S. Infantry Division around Raon-l’Etape. Facing the 3rd Infantry Division was the weak 716th Infantry Division, reinforced by the 737th Grenadier Regiment of the 338th Infantry Division. This front coverage extended into the zone of the 103rd Infantry Division, where the skeleton 16th Volksgrenadier Division covered the remaining front. There began the responsibility of the IV Luftwaffe Field Corps whose 198th Infantry Division covered the front of the 36th Infantry Division and extended into the adjacent II French Corps. None of these enemy divisions was at greater than half their authorized manpower levels. As a result the Germans relied heavily on terrain, weather and supporting weapons. All of their defenses were field works: trenches, foxholes and hastily constructed bunkers. There were no concrete or armored positions in this area. There were, however, numerous machine guns, mortars and antitank guns protecting dozens of minefields. By and large the Germans relied on strongpoints. There were no reserves.


  First to move was the 100th Infantry Division. General Burress decided against a frontal attack and instead received General Brooks’ permission to attack the fortified German positions protecting Raon-l’Etape from the rear. To accomplish this he would use Baccarat, recently turned over to VI Corps by the 2nd French Armored Division, as a launching point. Protected by the 117th Cavalry Reconnaissance Squadron,²² two regiments of the Century Division would cross the Meurthe at Baccarat and move south against the rear of the Germans protecting Raon-l’Etape. The remainder of the division would demonstrate along the river to distract the Germans. The intent was to cut the enemy lines of communication to the town, forcing a surrender or withdrawal. The 397th and 399th Infantry Regiments began the attack on November 12th.


  The initial attack made good progress. But as they neared their objectives the two regiments found that the Germans had used the few days of relative quiet before the attack to build additional fortifications along a local road, D-8/9. The 708th Infantry Division had erected barbed wire, cleared fields of fire, and built a network of trenches, foxholes and automatic weapons bunkers. When the 2nd Battalion, 397th Infantry, attacked into the Forét du Reclos, enemy small arms and artillery fire halted the advance. Mud, steep slopes and thick forests slowed the advance as much as enemy fire. Supported by barrages from the 374th Field Artillery Battalion, the attack continued. When nearby Company A, 397th Infantry moved up, the leading squads were halted by machine guns. Trying to knock out a machine gun position, Sergeant Marion C. Fordham found the open fields leading to it were too dangerous for his squad. Trying to find a way to move forward, Fordham was wounded. Rather than expose his men to further risk, he rose in full view of the enemy and charged the position alone. When within throwing distance of the enemy Sergeant Fordham tossed all of his grenades into the machine gun nest. But still fire came against his squad. Sergeant Fordham fixed his bayonet to his rifle and ran into the enemy post, dispatching the crew at the cost of his own life.²³ Patrols quickly learned that this was a strong line, well defended. Supported by additional division and corps artillery, the two regiments began their attack on this new line on November 14th.


  Typical of this attack was the experience of Company G, 398th Infantry Regiment. The company was advancing through some woods near Hill 409.9 when they came to a clearing. With two platoons, led by scouts, in the lead and two following, Company G entered the clearing to secure a house which stood nearby, known as Du Rouge Vetu. As the scouts approached the house the enemy opened fire with machine guns, mortars and rifle fire. The company was pinned down in the open. For the next hour enemy fire poured on the trapped leading platoons while the rest of the company tried to find a position to cover their withdrawal. When this was finally accomplished Company G had lost four officers, including its commander, and 25 men.²⁴


  Throughout the night rescue efforts to recover the wounded and dead of Company G were frustrated by enemy fire, darkness and a snowstorm. The situation was resolved when the Chaplain of the 399th Infantry, Captain Thaddeus J. Koszarek, decided on his own to go forward to help. Without telling anyone he guided himself in the pitch darkness by holding on to a communications wire that he knew led to Company G’s area. Upon arrival he walked over the ground, conscious that any sound would produce enemy fire, and spent the next few hours searching. Returning to the battalion command post, he announced that he had found the Company G wounded. He organized a litter party and led it back into the forest through minefields to recover those wounded men. Then he led them back to friendly lines.²⁵


  Actions like these occurred often during the advance of the Century Division. But finally the Germans were pushed back and by mid-November the Americans were overlooking the rear of the Vosges Foothill Position. In response, the 708th Infantry Division launched a series of sharp counterattacks against the Century Division. Fighting was intense and the forward position changed hands at least once during the battle, but in the end the Americans prevailed. On November 18th General Burress could report to General Brooks that Raon-l’Etape was free of German troops, although heavily mined and booby-trapped.


  Hoping to avoid costly frontal assaults across the Meurthe River, General Brooks decided to take advantage of the Century Division’s success. He would cross the 3rd and 103rd Infantry Divisions over the river in the zone of the 100th Infantry Division. They would pass through the Century Division and then attack south and east. Only the 36th (Texas) Infantry Division would remain in place. Believing that the 708th Infantry Division had collapsed and that he would have the use of the newly arrived 14th U.S. Armored Division, General Brooks planned to use the new armor as a pursuit force passing through the infantry divisions of VI Corps. Unfortunately, neither of General Brooks’ assumptions proved accurate.


  The Germans had not collapsed. Reinforcements, rushed from the 716th Infantry Division, soon appeared in front of the 100th Infantry Division and slowed its advance. These reinforcements had thrown a hastily built defensive line along a smaller line of hills that crossed Route N-59 and the Plaine River. Further, General Brooks would soon learn that he was not to get the entire 14th Armored Division, but only one of its combat commands.²⁶ Then, General Brooks learned that while awaiting orders to move behind the Century Division, the 3rd Infantry Division had crossed patrols over the Meurthe River successfully. General O’Daniel now wanted permission to cross a full battalion of his 15th Infantry Regiment. General Brooks agreed to the revised plan. But once again the weather and terrain frustrated American plans. After five fruitless attempts to get the 15th Infantry across the river, General O’Daniel could report that only one small force had reached the east bank. The swift current, flooding and rising waters had frustrated the efforts. Rubber boats overturned and many soldiers barely escaped drowning. About the only encouraging aspect was the complete absence of German resistance.


  General Brooks had little choice but to revert to an updated version of his original plan. He added Combat Command A of the 14th Armored Division to his schedule and ordered it to pass through the 3rd and 100th Infantry Divisions and strike for Strasbourg. General O’Daniel launched his surprise crossing of the Meurthe on November 19th and soon had several infantry platoons across the river. Combat engineers of his 10th Engineer (Combat) Battalion erected two footbridges and a light assault bridge before dawn on November 20th. Troops were soon crossing unopposed. A heavy artillery barrage began early and the infantry moved forward immediately after. The 30th Infantry Regiment moved swiftly towards Clairefontaine and Raon-l’Etape. The occasional German strongpoint slowed the advance, but the Germans, caught between the 3rd and 100th Infantry Divisions, could not hold out for long. It was enemy mines that offered the most deadly opposition, with some 150 casualties suffered by the 30th Infantry Regiment around just one small village.


  The next day, November 21st, VI Corps’ progress increased. Slowed only by the occasional German artillery barrage, flooded watercourses and transportation problems, the Americans continued to advance. General Brooks now again changed plans, ordering two regiments of the 103rd Infantry Division to cross the Meurthe River using the bridges of the 3rd Infantry Division. These crossings went well until floods swept away one of the footbridges. The second footbridge, with approaches to it flooded, had to be removed. Most of the troops got across safely but little of their heavy equipment did. The light assault bridge provided access for the 3rd Infantry Divisions vehicles, but by the time the 103rd Infantry Division attempted to cross its approaches were impassable for vehicles.


  To resolve the problem of bridging the Meurthe River, General Brooks called upon the 36th Engineer (Combat) Regiment which began installing a heavy Treadway bridge and a Bailey bridge south of St. Michel. German artillery fire delayed progress and the bridge was not ready until the morning of November 21st. Eleven tanks and six tank destroyers had crossed the Treadway bridge when a tank became stuck in the mud at the bridge exit. Shortly thereafter the Bailey bridge was opened and vehicles of both assault divisions began crossing en masse. The arrival of Combat Command A, 14th Armored Division, made for a massive traffic jam at the Bailey bridge. Compounding the problem was yet another change in plans, which now required Combat Command A to move north to St. Quirin and then strike southeast to block a German withdrawal.


  Combat Command A moved swiftly and reached St. Quirin early on November 22nd. But thereafter terrain, mines and roadblocks all contributed to slowing down the American tankers. A giant road crater blasted by the Germans near Schirmeck delayed the column for 12 hours. As a result, when they reached their objective they found other VI Corps units already there. The Germans had escaped.


  Like the 14th Armored Division’s CCA, the 3rd and 100th Infantry Divisions were now in a pursuit phase of their operations. Fast moving task forces were organized to keep after the enemy. These usually consisted of an infantry battalion, a tank and/or tank destroyer company, reconnaissance, engineer and artillery elements. They were to bypass enemy centers of opposition, leaving them to the follow-up forces to deal with while they raced ahead to secure specific objectives. Executing this directive was still difficult, with mines, booby-traps, roadblocks, craters and enemy resistance all contributing to slowing the effort. In actuality it was the marching infantry units which could more easily bypass the enemy resistance centers, since they were far less road bound than the “mobile forces.” In the Century Division, for example, the infantry marched some two miles ahead of the task force that was supposed to precede them. It took mechanized Task Force Fooks several hours to catch up.²⁷ General Burress soon disbanded the mechanized task forces and relied on his fast moving infantry to continue the pursuit.


  During these pursuit operations, Company E, 398th Infantry Regiment, 100th Infantry Division was sent to secure the heights overlooking Moyenmoutier, France, along Route N-124. Commanding the Weapons Platoon of E Company was First Lieutenant Edward A. Silk, a 38-year-old native of Johnstown, Pennsylvania. As they moved forward near St. Pravel at dawn on November 23rd, they had little initial opposition. By noon, they had reached the edge of the woods near St. Pravel where scouts saw an enemy sentry standing guard in front of a farmhouse in a valley below them. The leading squad was immediately pinned down by intense enemy machine gun and automatic weapons fire from within that house. Lieutenant Silk skillfully deployed his machine guns and returned the enemy fire, covering the trapped squad. For 15 minutes the exchange of fire continued. Frustrated, Lieutenant Silk decided he would take matters into his own hands. Deciding upon a one-man attack, he raced 100 yards across an open field to the shelter of a low stone wall. He then vaulted over the wall in full view of the enemy and raced another 50 yards through intense fire to the left side of the house. He threw a grenade through a window, knocking out one machine gun and killing two enemy soldiers. As Lieutenant Silk attempted to move to the left side of the house he was taken under fire by another enemy machine gun firing from the woodshed. He rushed this position in the face of direct enemy fire and knocked it out with his last grenades. Despite his lack of grenades, Silk raced back to the side of the house and began throwing rocks into the windows. All the time he was demanding the surrender of the Germans within. Twelve Germans, confused by the unorthodox tactics of Lieutenant Silk, surrendered to him. For his actions he would receive the Medal of Honor.²⁸


  The speed of the advance continued to improve. The 117th Cavalry alongside the Century Division covered 15 miles on November 25th. The “Rock of the Marne” Division was not far behind. General O’Daniels’ division cleared up its traffic problems and moved swiftly forward, overrunning the 716th Füsilier Battalion of the 716th Infantry Division and capturing the battalion commander. Stockpiles of enemy supplies were found along the roads as the Americans advanced, as were unmanned defensive positions. The 708th and 716th Infantry Divisions offered only sporadic resistance. Behind them the 103rd Infantry Division cleared a triangle of woods between St. Dié and the Taintrux Valley. Opposition here was minimal as well. The Germans had withdrawn, after burning or otherwise destroying most of St. Dié. They had also herded some 20,000 civilians into the devastated city, doubling its normal pre-war population. The division next crossed the Meurthe River on the 3rd Infantry Division bridges. Behind them the Texans moved against slight resistance to the banks of the Meurthe River. The opposing force, the 198th Infantry Division, had pulled out and was on its way to the Belfort Gap. For the 36th Infantry Division the main opposition occurred around Route N-59 and the road to St. Marie Pass.


  The Texans faced some of the most professionally prepared defenses in the area. These had been prepared by the 198th Infantry Division for their defense of the last Vosges line. But the 198th Infantry Division had now gone south. Replacing them were the remnants of the 16th Volksgrenadier Division. This unit had neither the men nor the equipment, much less the will, to defend these positions. For two days the Texans were held up by determined German defenders. But then the resistance collapsed and the advance moved swiftly forward. Within a few days the Texans, like the rest of VI Corps, emerged onto the Alsatian Plains. General Brooks, with his original objective of Strasbourg now in the hands of XV Corps, redirected the Texans on the town of Colmar while the 103rd Infantry Division moved on Selestat.


  


  The 198th Infantry Division had been urgently called away because the French First Army was on the offensive. They had not started auspiciously. Even before the French November offensive began General Devers had enlarged its front to assist Seventh Army’s coming attack. The French First Army’s southern boundary now lay on the Swiss Border while its northern boundary ran along Route N-417 from Remiremont to Le Tholy and then east to Gerardmer. To cover this front General de Lattre had both his corps on the line, each with two infantry divisions. Both of his armored divisions had been withdrawn for rest and refitting. General de Monsabert’s II French Corps faced the difficult High Vosges while General Behtouart’s I French Corps stood before the prepared German defenses of the Belfort Gap.


  For the attack the II French Corps had the 3rd Algerian Division and the 1st French Infantry Division. Both were reinforced by some regular army and FFI units. A provisional force, Group Molle, consisting of a brigade-sized grouping of FFI units plus a reconnaissance squadron, an antitank company and some artillery, held the line between the corps. The 2nd Moroccan Infantry Division and the 9th Colonial Division then held the line south to the Swiss Border. Here, too, some FFI and regular army attachments strengthened the French forces. General de Lattre held the 5th French Armored Division behind the II French Corps as an intended reinforcement for the coming offensive. Elements of the 1st French Armored Division and the 4th Moroccan Mountain Division were also being held in reserve.²⁹ Two tank destroyer battalions, the 9th Zouaves (light infantry) and several smaller units were also held available. The II French Corps would have priority on all supplies as the offensive progressed. Support consisted of the 13th U.S. Field Artillery Brigade, under Brigadier General Carl C. Banks.³⁰


  All of the French units were rested, except for the Algerians, who had not been out of the line since August 20th. The others had all been in defensive positions for several weeks and had little more than patrol actions during that period. Their time had been spent in replacing their native troops with indigenous troops in the process by which the former were sent south to better climatic conditions for their welfare. All but the 5th Armored Division had some combat experience. After much waiting and difficulties, all units were fully equipped and had spent considerable time training old and new personnel. Supply stocks were at the highest levels since the landings in Southern France.


  Facing the First French Army’s II Corps was the Nineteenth Army’s IV Luftwaffe Field Corps. South to the Swiss Border the LXXXV Corps had the responsibility of holding the Belfort Gap itself. The city of Belfort was held by the Fortress Brigade Belfort, which sheltered in the old stone and masonry forts surrounding the city. To the east along the Swiss Border, Corps Dehner commanded a group of provisional units which were intended to serve as a reserve, as was the corps headquarters. When the LXXXV Corps Headquarters was transferred to Army Group B, Corps Dehner took over responsibility for command in that sector. This was a problem for the German defense, since the provisional corps had inadequate staff. Despite being upgraded to the LXIII Corps on November 18th, little change occurred for the corps.


  Included in Nineteenth Army in November were several good divisions. This included the recently transferred 198th Infantry Division, now facing the 3rd Algerian Division. The strong and relatively fresh 269th Volksgrenadier Division, recently arrived from Norway, held the rest of the IV Luftwaffe Field Corps line. From the boundary between the corps at Le Thillot south, the 159th Infantry Division held good defensive ground that had not been fought over since September. They faced the 1st French Infantry Division. Next in the German line came the 189th Infantry Division which faced Group Molle and most of the 2nd Moroccan Infantry Division. Below this unit came the 338th Volksgrenadier Division which covered the remainder of the front to the Swiss Border. They faced the rest of the 2nd Moroccan Infantry Division and all of the 9th Colonial Division.


  None of these German divisions were up to strength, and many included provisional units, including a Luftwaffe infantry training regiment and a police security regiment. Artillery was in short supply, as were reconnaissance and engineer battalions. In fact, the weakest of the German divisions, the 338th Volksgrenadier, was placed at the precise point at which the French intended to aim their main attack. This unit had little artillery and its infantry was stretched thin along a long front line. It had just two ad hoc infantry regiments, both of which the Germans rated as suitable only for static defensive missions. It had no reserves. Behind it Fortress Brigade Belfort had two fortress artillery battalions and several fortress machine gun companies, but its artillery had been transferred to the infantry divisions holding the front lines. As a last attempt at a reserve, the LXIII Corps placed two infantry battalions at Belfort and another of the 189th Infantry Division was held as a corps reserve. There were no armored units available. General Wiese could call on the Non-Commissioned Officer School at Colmar in an emergency, perhaps some 1,500 troops including students, faculty and staff. A distant and unlikely reserve was the 30th SS Grenadier Division, a unit of conscripted Russian nationals stationed near Mulhouse which was awaiting transportation over the Rhine River.³¹


  Further complicating the German defense was a difference of opinion between General Balck at Army Group G and General Wiese at Nineteenth Army. The latter believed that the French would attack the Belfort Gap directly, especially since their earlier efforts to outflank it had failed. General Balck was convinced, however, that the French would resume their offensive across the High Vosges, striking for Colmar on the Alsatian Plain. General Balck thought that the French would then turn south and strike the Belfort Gap from the rear. He thought that any French attack on the Belfort Gap would be a diversion from the main effort directed at Colmar. In keeping with his theory, General Balck ordered General Wiese to keep two of his best divisions in the High Vosges. The 198th Infantry and 269th Volksgrenadier Divisions were therefore kept away from the coming French offensive. When General de Monsabert launched a diversionary attack to support VI Corps during the Dogface Operation, General Balck felt his theory was confirmed.


  To further aid the German confusion, General de Lattre launched a diversionary deception program to reinforce General Balck’s theory. Carefully prepared papers and orders were allowed to fall into German hands, and troop movements that never actually took place were brought to the attention of the Germans. General de Lattre signed a fake order intended for General Balck. This order was designed to fall into the hands of a known German agent, who, in fact, did get a copy of the order and start for the German lines. However, as de Lattre remembered, “In fact, the Agent who had ‘succeeded’ in stealing this sensation intel, was arrested by the Moroccans of the 8th R.T.M. (Colonel de Berchoux) while passing through the lines of the 2nd D.I.M.’s sector. It can be imagined that he escaped from their speedy justice only with the greatest difficulty!”³² Fake command posts for the I French Corps were established further north in the II French Corps sector. All the while the I French Corps moved up under cover of darkness for the coming attack.


  


  That attack was launched during the night of November 13/14. Like the Americans to their north, the French battled the weather before they ever fought the Germans. Rain, snow, and floods hampered efforts to bring troops, weapons and supplies to the forward areas. Bridges washed out. Roads disappeared into a sea of mud. Communications failed. Fearing that the troops of the 2nd Moroccan Infantry Division would react badly to the weather, General de Lattre reversed the timing of the attack, ordering the 9th Colonial Infantry Division, made up largely of men from Metropolitan France, to lead off the attack while the Moroccans followed up a day later.


  Dawn of November 13th came with what General de Lattre described as a “Scandinavian landscape.” Heavy snow had fallen and there was almost a complete lack of visibility. The French were forced to cancel their attack. The next day things improved but little, and General de Lattre ordered both assault divisions to attack together. However, due to heavy snow and thick fog, only a part of the 9th Colonial Infantry Division was able to attack. As the attack began the new commander of the LXIII Corps, Major General Friederich-August Schack, was touring his front lines with Major General Hans Oschmann, commander of the 338th Volksgrenadier Division. The French artillery barrage caught them as they looked over the front from an observation post and they remained trapped there for more than two hours. As they attempted to escape through some woods General Oschmann was killed and his aides captured by Moroccan infantrymen. General Schack somehow made his escape to his headquarters at Belfort.


  Either with the capture of General Oschmann’s aides or otherwise,³³ a detailed map of the 338th Volksgrenadier Division’s defenses fell into French hands. The papers also revealed that the Germans did not expect an attack in this sector. The attack came as a complete surprise, and the absence of the corps and division commanders further hampered German efforts to contain the French attack. With the French artillery fire cutting most German communications, the German command could not obtain an accurate picture of the situation.


  The first day saw the Moroccans break through the lines of the 338th Volksgrenadier Division. To the north, however, the 189th Infantry Division slowed the Moroccan attack to a crawl. The French 9th Colonial Infantry Division also pushed the Germans back, although not as fast as the more experienced Moroccans. General de Lattre, anxious for an early breakthrough, pushed his armor exploitation force up early. A combat command of the 1st French Armored Division was in place before the end of the first day, awaiting orders. General Béthouart wanted to retain the armor as his reserve, giving the Colonial Division a combat command and the Moroccan Division two more. Up at Army Group G, no alarms were sounded on November 14th. General Balck continued to be convinced that any activity in front of the Belfort Gap would be a diversion for a main attack in the High Vosges. Army Group G even began preparations for moving the 338th Volksgrenadier Division, then under attack by two French divisions supported by armor, to the north. At the very same moment, General Wiese was desperately trying to obtain the division’s third infantry regiment, then stationed near St. Dié. General Wiese also ordered the IV Luftwaffe Field Corps to rush two artillery battalions south to Belfort. Until these arrived, General Schack had to commit his only infantry reserves, three infantry battalions, to the battle already underway.


  These had little effect. On November 15th the Moroccans pushed another three miles into the 338th Volksgrenadier Division’s sector. The 9th Colonial Infantry Division also pushed deep into the enemy’s rear, overrunning some of the strongest positions in the German defensive line. When they seized a major road junction in the German rear, the position of the 338th Volksgrenadier Division became completely disorganized. Still unconvinced of the nature of the French attack, General Balck continued to call for the movement of that division to the north. General Wiese had no choice but to delay.


  Meanwhile General de Lattre was fighting his own battles with his high command as well. Preliminary orders had come to him which in effect dissolved the First French Army. He was ordered to be prepared to send a corps headquarters, the 1st French Infantry Division, the 1st French Armored Division, the 9th Zouaves, a reconnaissance regiment, the artillery group headquarters, two regiments of tank destroyers, two groups of antiaircraft artillery, engineering units and several supporting units to western France for the purpose of clearing out the German holdouts in the Channel ports. That meant he would lose at least 60,000 men, including 45,000 combatants, and be unable to perform any offensive operations whatsoever. Once again, General Devers came to his rescue, delaying the departure of the combat units and reducing the troop list that was scheduled for departure.


  With his Army still intact, General de Lattre concentrated on his offensive. The two battalions of the 159th Infantry Division and a thousand men from Corps Headquarters joined the 757th Infantry Regiment in a counterattack to close the gaps that the Moroccans had driven into their lines. The fighting around Ecot went on well into the night, and the Germans overran some of the French outposts, only to be driven out again at dawn. That same dawn the tanks of Combat Command 3, 1st French Armored Division, entered the battle. Nearby the 9th Zouaves attacked the village of Autechaux. Every house was a German strongpoint. Machine guns and mine fields blocked all approaches. But at a cost of 39 killed and 61 wounded, one in four of the attackers, the French took the town. At the southern tip of the line, the French could not use their artillery fire for fear of hitting within Switzerland, so close was that border. Here progress was halted early. Here, too, French armor in the form of Combat Command 4, 5th French Armored Division, came up after being delayed by extensive mine clearing.


  The French armor went into action on November 16th. Led by CC4, the 2nd Moroccan Infantry Division raced forward another five kilometers. Bitter resistance in the fortified town of St. Marie was crushed by a pincer movement of CC4 and CC5, which cleared the town with the Moroccans by late afternoon. More and more German strongpoints fell to the advancing French. General de Lattre “had the feeling that the battle of rupture was coming to an end and that the chance of exploitation might appear at any moment”³⁴ and so he sent the last of his armor forward. Further, he ordered the Molle Group, reinforced with the Gambiez Shock Battalion and French Commandos, to attack in their sector.


  Supported by the 1st French Armored Division, the 9th Colonial Division picked up speed in its advance as well. Progress along the Swiss border increased, another three miles being made this day. The capture here of several road junctions and small towns further disrupted German communications, spreading confusion and disinformation. But the Germans were beginning to understand the situation at the higher levels. The German High Command, watching from afar, was becoming anxious about the French advances, and instructed Field Marshal von Rundstedt that a French breakthrough at the Belfort Gap had to be avoided at all costs. These orders were quickly passed on to General Balck at Army Group G. His reaction was to cancel his previous orders for the removal of the 338th Volksgrenadier Division. Instead he ordered the 198th Infantry Division to make the move to the 1st Army. He also ordered the shattered 16th Volksgrenadier Division and the weak 716th Infantry Division south to replace the departing 198th Infantry Division.


  General Wiese at Nineteenth Army was disappointed, to say the least. He had hoped to obtain the strong 198th Infantry Division to plug the gap the French were driving into his lines in front of the Belfort Gap, and use the 16th Volksgrenadiers to replace the 198th Infantry Division. About the only consolation occurred on the evening of November 16th when Balck gave Wiese permission for a limited withdrawal. The LXIII Corps was to pull back to the Lisaine River. But, since General Wiese had already issued these orders, all they did was to make his earlier decision official.


  Not that any of this mattered very much. The next day, November 17th, the German front began to come apart. The 2nd Moroccan Infantry Division, reinforced with the French armor, overran key positions held by both the 189th and 338th Volksgrenadier Divisions and crossed the Lisaine River. The 9th Colonial Division pushed forward another five miles, joining with the Moroccans right flank. Combat Command 2 raced to Abbevillers, against only sporadic resistance. Sensing that the long awaited breakthrough was at hand, General Béthouart issued his pursuit orders, approved by General de Lattre, who was at his headquarters. The 1st French Armored Division would assemble at Abbevillers and advance to the east between the Rhone-Rhine Canal and the Swiss Border. Its ultimate objective was a rail and road center eight miles east of Belfort. The 9th Colonial Division was to follow behind and mop up bypassed German strongpoints. Meanwhile the 2nd Moroccan Infantry Division and 5th French Armored Division would attack Belfort, supported by the flanking maneuvers of the others. Once this had been accomplished, the 5th French Armored Division would lead a thrust to Colmar.


  These moves and continued pressure from his superiors finally induced General Balck, who still thought Haislip’s XV Corps attacks in the north were the more threatening, to send General Wiese the 198th Infantry Division. He even added a regiment of the 269th Infantry Division to the transfer. But again the Germans were too late. The 338th Volksgrenadier Division was in full retreat, hugging the Swiss border to avoid French roadblocks. They were headed for a defensive line known as the Weststellung, in actuality no more than a line on a map. But the French got there ahead of them. Elements of the 1st French Armored Division had already penetrated the area, encountering German service units and security detachments. A French armored force seized a bridge over the Allaine River and advanced to within 25 miles of the Rhine.


  November 19th saw the Germans slow the advance of the 9th Colonial Division, reinforced with CC2 of the 1st French Armored Division. A group of Germans, probably from the 338th Volksgrenadier Division, made a stand at the town of Morvillars, preventing the combined French force from securing a crossing over the Rhone-Rhine Canal. Losses were heavy, including 11 French tanks destroyed. But none of the fighting at Morvillars delayed CC3 of the 1st French Armored Division. They raced ahead along Route N-463 encountering little if any opposition. An advance detachment swung off the main road, and using back roads avoided all German defenses, finally reaching the Rhine River at Rosenau shortly after 6:00 P.M. that evening. Immediately the French threw a few artillery shells across the Rhine River into Germany, celebrating their breakthrough.


  


  November 19th was an especially good day for General de Lattre. In order to see for himself the progress of I French Corps, he had gone forward and personally witnessed the fall of Héricourt, watching the Germans retreat while abandoning their dead and wounded. Soon after, he learned that his forces had reached the Rhine. And finally he received word from General Devers that he had succeeded in postponing the departure of the 1st French Armored Division until well into December. “In that moment—19th November 1944 at 18.30—what misery was avenged! The first of all the Allied armies, the French 1st Army, had reached the Rhine.”³⁵
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  STALLED ON THE RHINE


  


  


  Reaching the Rhine River bank may have given great satisfaction to General de Lattre, but it did not signal the end of the battle. When First Lieutenant Jean Carrelet de Loisy of the 2nd African Chasseurs and his detachment reached the Rhine River the rest of the 1st French Armored Division was still engaged in a fierce struggle around Dannemarie where they lost 30 men killed and 60 wounded. Indeed, the thin spearhead leading to the Rhine did nothing to open the critical Belfort Gap or clear German forces from the river’s west bank. The French still had a difficult battle ahead of them.¹


  One thing that did improve for the French was yet another postponement in the departure of forces scheduled to move west and clear the channel and Brittany ports. With the success of reaching the Rhine at hand, General Devers pushed that starting date back to January 10, 1945. General Eisenhower’s headquarters approved the additional delay.


  But General de Lattre had many other problems at dusk of November 19th. The advance of the 2nd Moroccan Infantry Division had slowed in front of the Belfort Gap defenses. To assist in that battle he left CC6 of the 5th French Armored Division attached to them. The rest of the armored division moved to the south where the 9th Colonial Division was still unable to force a crossing of the Rhone-Rhine Canal, despite the assistance of CC2 of the 1st French Armored. The delay, which immobilized the 5th French Armored Division and caused traffic tie-ups along the French lines of communication, in turn slowed down the operations of the 9th Colonial Division and the 1st French Armored Division. Further, the long but very thin line that 1st French Armored Division’s CC3 had forged to the Rhine left that unit’s supply lines extremely vulnerable to German counterattack.


  General de Lattre moved immediately to clear up his tenuous situation. He ordered all command posts moved forward, including his own. Then he contacted General Béthouart and ordered him to send the 9th Colonial Division to secure the French foothold on the west bank of the Rhine. The I French Corps commander was then to send the 1st French Armored Division to clear the west bank of the Rhine from the Swiss Border some 17 miles to Chalampe, where several intact bridges spanned the river. The town of Dannemarie on Route N-19 still remained an objective of the armored division as well. Finally, he assigned the new 5th French Armored Division the tasks of forcing a passage over the Rhone-Rhine Canal, cutting German communications, and driving for the city of Colmar. This last thrust would be coordinated with the drive north by the 1st French Armored Division. The intent was to clear the entire west bank of the Rhine River within the zone of the First French Army.


  General de Lattre knew that time was of the essence, for intelligence reports from his 3rd Algerian Infantry Division indicated that the 198th Infantry Division had been pulled out of the German defense line in the Vosges. It was clear that they were being sent south to contain the French breakthrough. In fact, General Wiese at Nineteenth Army was considering another withdrawal, abandoning Belfort entirely and pulling his army back to Mulhouse. But Field Marshal von Rundstedt denied General Wiese’s request, instead ordering Army Group G to launch a counterattack to cut off the French penetration and push them back to the Allaine Valley.


  General Wiese’s efforts to comply with his new orders exposed serious weaknesses in the German position. He had already shifted four infantry battalions of the 189th Infantry Division away from Belfort to aid the 338th Volksgrenadier Division. All that this had accomplished was to weaken the defenses of Belfort without slowing the French advance. The 490th Grenadier Regiment of the 269th Volksgrenadier Division had also been rushed forward to halt the French advance in the Allaine Valley south of Morvillars, but before they even arrived the French had driven past that location and the grenadiers were forced on the defensive. It was this unit which blocked the French crossing of the Rhone-Rhine Canal. Two infantry battalions, hastily rushed across the river from Wehrkreis V, also deployed along the canal and stopped the French crossing attempts. Additional forces including some tanks and an antitank company were also en route from Wehrkreis V. In addition, Wehrkreis VII had promised two more infantry regiments. Most dangerous to the French were two other units en route, the 280th Assault Gun Battalion and the 654th Antitank Battalion, the latter equipped with 36 new 88mm guns mounted on Mark V tank chassis.


  General Wiese knew these were not enough. Looking around his area, he obtained permission to use the 30th SS Grenadier Division.² At first assigning a defensive role to the SS Division, he changed their assignment to an offensive one when the 198th Infantry Division was delayed in arriving for that purpose. In the final plan, the SS Division would strike for Seppois and block the Largue Valley along Route N-463 while the 198th Infantry Division would seize Delle.


  The attack did not go well. The late-arriving 198th Infantry Division, in strength little more than a reinforced regiment, ran headfirst into the French armor and infantry from the 9th Colonial and 1st French Armored Divisions who were attacking in the opposite direction, towards Dannemarie. All day the two forces fought, neither side gaining any advantage. Similarly, the SS Division advanced on Seppois but was stopped short by French forces in the area. Alerted to the threat to their supply lines which ran through Seppois, the French assigned units to protect the town from any additional attacks. Even as these battles were being fought a French armored reconnaissance regiment reached the Rhine in the vicinity of the Swiss Border.


  At this point, November 20th, General de Lattre began to adjust his thinking on his objectives. He had no specific orders on what to do once he had cleared the west bank of the Rhine River, but he had several options. He could clear the entire Alsatian Plain, or force a crossing of the Rhine and establish a bridgehead on the German side, or seize the large town of Mulhouse. But slowly the idea of seizing a bridge across the Rhine began to have the most appeal to the French commander. There were several such bridges around Chalampe. A strong and powerful thrust along the Rhine’s west bank would bring his army there and perhaps reward them with an intact bridge into Germany. For the past few days he had discussed these options with Generals Béthouart and du Vigier.


  


  While General de Lattre was willing to bypass Mulhouse and let his 1st French Armored Division strike north, his field commanders objected. They felt that securing Mulhouse would protect the flank of any northern drive. Further, to the traditionally minded French, the seizure of Mulhouse, Alsace’s second largest city after Strasbourg, would be viewed as historically important. As a result, CC3 of the 1st French Armored Division was ordered to strike for Mulhouse. Within hours the leading task forces pushed into the city against scattered resistance. The next day, November 21st, they crossed the Rhone-Rhine Canal but it took until November 25th before Mulhouse was cleared of enemy troops. Combat Command 1 of the division followed behind but for some reason headed for the town of Altkirch, where they ran into elements of the 30th SS Grenadier Division. After a short but sharp fight the French tankers seized the town on the 21st and advanced another four miles along the Rhone-Rhine Canal.


  The assignment of the major elements of the 1st French Armored Division to the northern thrust left only a small detachment on the Rhine. Despite its small size, an armored infantry company and a tank destroyer platoon, Detachment Colonnier, undertook to seize Chalampe. Their ultimate objective was the rail and road bridges across the Rhine at that town. They progressed rapidly to within three miles of Chalampe by the morning of November 21st. But there they stalled until on the morning of November 23rd a German counterattack forced them halfway back to Mulhouse. It would be two and a half months before French forces came that close to Chalampe again.


  


  The attack on Detachment Colonnier signaled the beginning of the German reaction to the Allied attack. The various reinforcements were now on the scene and beginning to make their presence felt. General Béthouart’s I French Corps was unable to make any more progress to the east of Morvillars, nor cross the Rhone-Rhine Canal in their area. This left the 5th French Armored Division alone to try to move north. This unit began a northern attack with Task Force Miquel leading. Consisting of a reconnaissance squadron, a company of armored infantry, a company of medium tanks and a combat engineer platoon, the task force relieved CC2 and moved another two miles northeast, under heavy German fire all the way. Reaching the Rhone-Rhine Canal they attempted to cross but were thrown back with severe losses. Once again traffic congestion slowed progress. Vehicles of the task force, CC2 and supply vehicles servicing the 9th Colonial Division all contributed to the traffic jam. So bad did this congestion become that it stretched all the way back to the assembly areas of the 5th French Armored Division, and many units could not even begin their march forward. Combat Command 4, for example, could not even get its vehicles on the road. The rain-soaked terrain prevented any vehicles from bypassing the roads. This blockage soon stretched 12 miles back to Montbeliard and would last for the next 36 hours.


  Untangling the mess delayed any further advances. But during the night of November 20/21, CC2 extricated itself, moved back to Delle, and reassembled along Route N-463. Shortly after CC2 left for the Rhine, CC4 also managed to reach Delle, only to learn that the Germans had cut the road behind the recently departed CC2. This essentially cut off the 1st French Armored Division from supplies and communication with the rest of the First French Army. The priority now became clearing Route N-463. Combat Command 4 struggled through the backed-up supply columns destined for the 1st French Armored Division and attacked the German roadblock. By noon on November 21st the road was again open.


  But the Germans were not giving up. In mid-afternoon the road was again cut by German forces and CC4 spent several hours again clearing the enemy roadblock. Combat Command 2 had to turn around and assist in opening Route N-463 and some subsidiary roads to ensure its own supply route. Despite French success along Route N-463, several side roads remained closed and the Germans remained nearby, presenting a constant threat to French supply lines. The result of this entire struggle for the roads was that insufficient French strength could be brought to bear along the west bank of the Rhine. General de Lattre’s hopes for seizing the Chalampe bridges were beginning to fade.


  Much of this opposition came from the now fully arrived 198th Infantry Division. Aided by the 30th SS Grenadier Division, the Germans had managed at the last minute to develop a hasty line of defense in the Largue valley north of Seppois. General Wiese, who was convinced that the French were violating the Swiss border to avoid German roadblocks, also sent a part of the 198th Infantry Division and the 654th Antitank Battalion south to that border around Rechesy. The rest of the antitank battalion and elements of the 30th SS Grenadier Division were ordered to move to Seppois and then attack south to assist the 198th Infantry Division. The objective was to cut any French lines of communication south of Route N-463. General Wiese also directed the 106th Panzer Brigade, the 280th Assault Gun Battalion and a Wehrkreis V infantry regiment to Seppois to support the attack.


  But these reinforcements did not arrive in time. On the morning of November 22nd the 198th Infantry Division again cut Route N-463 and reached the Swiss border. But French forces blocked a move to Seppois near which the attack of the SS Division was quickly halted two miles to the north of Route N-463. A French counterattack pushed the Germans back several miles in the direction of the Rhone-Rhine Canal and Dannemarie. But all these thrusts continued to delay French forces from reaching the Rhine in strength. Up at Mulhouse CC3 began to feel surrounded as more and more German forces came over the Chalampe bridges and threatened their outposts, which the French soon recalled.


  General Wiese, in the meantime, ordered the 198th Infantry Division to renew its attack on November 23rd, whether or not the reinforcements arrived. Likewise, the 30th SS Grenadier Division was ordered to renew its attack on Seppois. But like the French, the Germans were soon in confusion. The SS Division made no progress in its attack and instead found itself defending its own positions from the 1st French Armored Division’s CC1 which was pushing west and north from Altkirch. The French were headed for Dannemarie and incidentally threatened the SS Division’s supply lines. Further south, the 308th Grenadier Regiment of the 198th Infantry Division soon established another roadblock on Route N-463 and closed the Swiss border, but the weak regiment could not hold out for long.


  To the German rear, scenes similar to those behind the French front were repeating themselves. Transportation problems and constant switching of units caused a shortage of transport and transportation bottlenecks. The 208th Assault Gun Battalion, for example, was halted in its move to join the counterattack for lack of transport, and the resulting confusion fatally delayed the move of the 106th Panzer Brigade. Conflicting orders from Generals Balck and Wiese also caused disorder, backtracking and wasted time. Eventually the 106th Panzer Brigade, targeted on Mulhouse and reinforced with some weak infantry battalions, struck out towards the city only to run into the 1st French Armored Division. The day was spent in an armor duel between the two forces which resulted in a draw. But on November 24th the French brought up additional forces and more artillery and decisively halted any German advance.


  The failure of the 106th Panzer Brigade at Mulhouse sealed the fate of the 308th Grenadier Regiment. Left without armored support, the grenadiers were pushed off Route N-463 late on November 23rd, forced away from the rest of the 198th Infantry Division and pinned against the Swiss Border. The French swept the Rechesy-Pfetterhoue area, destroying or capturing the regiment. Only some 300 survivors managed to cross the Swiss border and present themselves for internment. This action confirmed the French breakthrough at the Belfort Gap and settled the fate of the German counterattack.


  


  While General Béthouart’s I French Corps was opening the Belfort Gap, General de Monsabert’s II French Corps was assigned to keep pressure on the German forces still within the High Vosges. On November 15th, at the request of U.S. VI Corps on its left, the French mounted a coordinated attack with the 36th U.S. Infantry Division. The French attack was conducted largely by FFI units attached to the 3rd Algerian Infantry Division and progressed well through Le Tholy and along Route N-417. Once again the French uncovered the Germans’ “scorched earth” policy, encountering many hamlets and farms burned to the ground. After one day’s attack, the French returned to the defensive.


  But it was not long, until November 19th, before the Algerians discovered that the 198th Infantry Division had left their vicinity. Pursuing the Germans quickly, the Algerians reached devastated Gerardmer and burned-out La Bresse the same day. To the south the 1st French Infantry Division launched a series of supporting attacks for the 2nd Moroccan Infantry Division, which was having difficulty clearing Belfort. These attacks began on November 19th. In effect the 1st French Infantry Division was to revive the original plan of General de Lattre to outflank the defenses of Belfort. While maintaining contact with the 3rd Algerian Division, the 1st French Infantry Division was to swing its center and right flank units forward towards Route N-465 which ran some eight miles north of Belfort. Elements of the division were to push east and northeast to get behind the city of Belfort and its defenses.


  


  The attack went surprisingly well. As they advanced, the French found that the strong German defenses that had stopped them earlier had been abandoned. The main resistance early in the advance came from extensive minefields and hundreds of booby-traps left behind by the retreating Germans. While the infantry pushed forward, the 2nd Moroccan Division pushed deeper into the city itself and began to eliminate the strong defenses there. For two days, while the rest of I French Corps concentrated on clearing the flanks of Belfort, General de Lattre took personal command of the Moroccan Division while it cleared the city.


  But while the 2nd Moroccan Division and the 3rd Algerian Division fought hard for their gains, the 1st French Infantry Division moved swiftly against negligible opposition. They swiftly reached a point on November 22nd that lay just two miles north of Belfort. This advance encouraged General de Lattre to order a general attack by the entire First French Army. The I French Corps was to attack north while the II French Corps attacked in a generally eastward direction. The idea was to trap the German forces in the middle. The I French Corps, targeted on Mulhouse, already in French hands, would threaten the rear of the Germans endangering the French advance to the Rhine. It would outflank the enemy holding Dannemarie as well as those preventing the crossing of the Rhone-Rhine Canal. In effect, each side would be attacking the rear of the other.


  General de Monsabert’s II French Corps was to push for the Doller River, leaving the 2nd Moroccan Division to clear Belfort. The 3rd Algerian Infantry Division was to strike east across the Vosges Mountains and seize the Busang and Schlucht passes. The French would then unite with the I French Corps of General Béthouart, which by then was to have been reinforced with the newly arriving 4th Moroccan Mountain Division, and strike for Colmar. Once Colmar was taken, the French intended to push on to Strasbourg, thereby liberating the entire French province of Alsace.


  The 1st French Infantry Division continued to make good progress on November 23rd and 24th. German resistance remained minimal and the division reached the town of Sewen on the Doller River on the 24th. But the strength of the continuing German counterattacks worried General de Lattre, especially the repeated delays along the lines of communications they caused. When the 3rd Algerian Division continued to meet strong German resistance to its advance, slowing the corps’ progress, and the 2nd Moroccan Division was likewise delayed in Belfort, and with the 198th Infantry Division again cutting the French supply line, he decided his plans might be too ambitious. Faced with the pending departure of the 1st French Infantry Division to the Atlantic Coast, he would have to use the Algerians and the 2nd Moroccan Division, plus CC6, to replace that loss, thereby seriously diluting his offensive strength. General de Lattre also worried about the personnel and equipment losses the offensive had cost the First French Army thus far. Supply levels of ammunition, fuel and other vital supplies were dropping swiftly.


  Considering his situation, General de Lattre changed his plans on November 24th. He reasonably concluded that he did not have the strength to maintain an offensive to clear all of Alsace, at least temporarily. Instead he issued a revised plan. The First French Army would now secure the entire Belfort Gap area and destroy the remaining forces of the LXIII Corps as far north as the Doller River. This would clear the sector up to and including Mulhouse. The plan called for a double envelopment by I and II French Corps which was to close around the Germans at Burnhaupt. General Béthouart’s I French Corps was to hold Mulhouse while striking north and west towards Burnhaupt. General de Monsabert’s II French Corps was to attack towards Burnhaupt from the west, using the 2nd Moroccan Division reinforced with CC6. The 1st French Infantry Division would remain in the II French Corps line of battle until the last minute before its departure.


  Surprisingly, the Germans made it easy for them. As the 1st French Infantry and 2nd Moroccan Divisions attacked on the morning of November 25th they found the Germans had withdrawn during the night. So fast and so far did the Germans withdraw that the Moroccans were unable to regain contact that first day. The French infantry reached the strongly held town of Masevaux easily. Here they fought a fierce battle against elements of the 159th Infantry Division until the French Commando Group forced a breakthrough the next day. These successes impressed some important visitors to First French Army, including General Eisenhower, General Bradley and General Devers. But General de Monsabert understood that the Germans were withdrawing for a purpose and he suspected that purpose was to establish a strong line of defense along the Doller River, which would let them stall the French advance while their forces in the Dannemarie area safely withdrew. He understood that both his II French Corps and General Béthouart’s I French Corps would have to rush forward as rapidly as possible in order to trap any sizeable German forces in the planned double envelopment.


  Meanwhile General de Lattre received some good news on November 26th when he was advised by General Devers that the movement of the 1st French Infantry Division had been postponed yet again, this time until December 2nd. The 5th French Armored Division’s removal was likewise delayed until December 5th. Both French corps could now continue the plan for the surrounding of the Germans facing them with more confidence. They did exactly that, closing the pincers at Burnhaupt on the afternoon of November 28th.


  Closing the pincers was as difficult as any of the actions in November. When the 1st Battalion, 152nd French Infantry Regiment, attacked near Seppois they were struck with severe enemy fire. A platoon from the medical section of the 9th Colonial Infantry Division was caught between the two forces. Surgeon-Captain Cheynal was killed and three women drivers were seriously wounded. But the gallantry of one of them, Marie-Louise Bajeux, so impressed the Germans that they let the ambulances return to French lines. A renewed attack by the 2nd Battalion, 9th Zouaves and the 152nd French Infantry Regiment soon recovered all lost ground.


  The meeting of I and II French Corps at Burnhaupt on November 26th ended the First French Army’s November Offensive. During that time they had seized both Belfort and Mulhouse and in doing so had outflanked the German defenses in the Vosges Mountains. The offensive had seriously reduced the efficiency of the German units opposing them. Some 10,000 prisoners, mainly from the LXIII Corps, had been captured. This total was increased by the 5,000 prisoners captured earlier in the month.³ More than 120 enemy artillery pieces had also been captured or destroyed. But the manpower-stretched First French Army had losses as well. Some 1,300 had been killed, 4,500 wounded and 140 missing in action. In addition the French suffered some 4,500 nonbattle casualties from weather, illness, and accidents.⁴ Material losses included 55 medium tanks, 15 light tanks, 15 tank destroyers and 50 armored half tracks. Many other vehicles had been damaged and would be out of action until repairs had been completed. Half of the Province of Alsace remained in German hands.


  


  General de Lattre’s First French Army had done well considering its inherent handicaps. Many of its key units, including the 5th French Armored Division, were new to combat and as such exhibited the usual failings of units freshly thrown into battle. French staff and communications facilities were not up to American or British standards, due largely to lack of experienced and trained personnel. Many of their units were made up of personnel who had only the rudiments of military training before being assigned to frontline combat units. Trained technicians for the ordnance, signal, engineer and support units were constantly in short supply. Hanging over all the operations in November was the pending loss of the 1st French Infantry and 5th French Armored Divisions. This alone hindered longrange planning.


  Nor should the Germans be underrated. General Wiese’s decision to rush the 198th Infantry Division south and thrown across the 1st French Armored Division’s line of communications was critical to the delay of the entire French November Offensive. Like the French, the Germans could have probably done better had not Generals Balck and Wiese disagreed on tactics and on the understanding of enemy movements. The delay in German reinforcements reaching the front was yet another factor in the results of this offensive.


  With the end of the French First Army’s November Offensive on November 28th, the opposing forces faced each other at Belfort and Mulhouse. At Belfort the French consolidated their gains and prepared defenses. At Mulhouse the Germans continued to apply pressure to the French between that city and the Rhine, holding them in place for the moment. Behind the line the Germans developed strong new defenses west of the Doller River and in the mountains north of Masevaux. The Nineteenth Army still controlled a large sector of Alsace along the plains surrounding Colmar.


  General Devers was satisfied with the progress of the French. He believed that the Nineteenth Army would soon withdraw across the Rhine and take up defensive positions on the east bank, leaving the rest of Alsace to the French. Even if they did not, he was confident that the First French Army would soon be rested and re-supplied, after which it would mop up the remaining German forces around Colmar and clear its sector of the west bank. Even if he had to temporarily loan them one or two American divisions, the situation seemed easily resolved given some time.


  


  General de Lattre was less sanguine. He had hoped that pressure from General Patch’s Seventh Army would catch General Wiese in a two-front battle, but when Seventh Army was redirected north to aid the U.S. Third Army, his hopes for a decisive victory faded. He had specifically hoped that the 2nd French Armored Division, after capturing Strasbourg, would be directed south to attack towards the First French Army, thus squeezing General Wiese’s Nineteenth Army into or over the Rhine River. Although he believed that the French “endeavours were crowned with magnificent results”⁵ he remained concerned about the operations remaining to clear out the west bank of the Rhine. His army now faced what was already being called the “Colmar Pocket,” with a pending loss of two strong combat divisions and no replacements expected.


  


  As December 1944 began General Wiese’s Nineteenth Army was in tatters. Hit on all sides by either the Seventh U.S. Army or the First French Army, it was a shadow of what it had been at the beginning of November. Its defensive lines had fallen one after the other and most of its strongpoints in towns and villages had likewise fallen to the Allies. Strasbourg, Mulhouse, Sarrebourg, Roan-l’Etape, Belfort and others led the list of important lost cities. Two major counterattacks by the Panzer Lehr Division in the north and the 198th Infantry Division in the south had achieved nothing of importance. The command and control system was breaking down under constant pressure. The Allies were moving too swiftly and the Germans simply could not keep up with the repeated thrusts.


  When General Haislip’s XV Corps reached the Rhine River on November 23rd after First French Army had done the same four days earlier, the Nineteenth Army was largely surrounded and cut off from any support on the west bank. All supply and reinforcement now had to come across the Rhine from Germany. Further, of the eight infantry divisions General Wiese had at the beginning of November, six were nearly destroyed. The 553rd and 708th Volksgrenadier Divisions had been shattered near Saverne. In the High Vosges the 16th Volksgrenadier and 716th Infantry Divisions had likewise been cut to pieces. The 198th and 338th Infantry Divisions had largely died around Belfort. There remained only the 159th and 269th Infantry Divisions in fair shape to hold the Colmar Pocket at the end of November. These last were still hunkered down in the Vosges Mountains, west of Colmar. Until more reinforcements could arrive, these two divisions and an ad hoc conglomeration of miscellaneous units would be all that Nineteenth Army had to hold its enclave west of the Rhine.


  The German High Command was aware of the situation and considering its alternatives. There was now a 15-mile gap between Army Group G’s First and Nineteenth Armies held by the Seventh U.S. Army. General Wiese’s army was faced with the possibility of a double envelopment which would destroy his forces. Fresh combat units were desperately needed by Nineteenth Army in order for it to survive. Even now, at the end of November, German information on their own units was erroneous. Both General Balck and General Wiese, for example, still believed that the 198th Infantry Division still held their positions blocking French access to the Swiss border. In fact, that division had been pushed aside nearly a week before. Even with this misinformation, General Wiese recommended that he be allowed to withdraw to the north and east immediately.


  General Balck agreed, fearing that the Allies would attempt to encircle and destroy Nineteenth Army. In fact, he feared exactly what General de Lattre had originally planned, a two-pronged attack from the north, at Strasbourg, and the south, from Mulhouse. He recommended to Field Marshal von Rundstedt approval of General Wiese’s request to withdraw. Even as he awaited the Field Marshal’s approval, additional news of more French successes compelled him to recommend a further withdrawal on the southern flank of Nineteenth Army. He also recommended that the 198th Infantry Division and the 654th Antitank Battalion be released from protecting the Mulhouse area and sent north to stop the Strasbourg penetration by the Seventh Army.


  General Balck’s new recommendation caused concern at higher headquarters, where it was taken as a decision to give up the German hold on the Swiss border. Although that was already a fact, the German High Command was still unaware of it. Von Rundstedt, suffering from a lack of accurate intelligence about his own forces, was against a withdrawal of troops from the critical Belfort Gap area. He felt the 198th Infantry Division needed to be kept in the south to sustain Nineteenth Army’s position there, while perhaps the Panzer Lehr Division could be rushed north against the Americans. It was only after additional information began to arrive at his headquarters that the Field Marshal began to reconsider his options.


  


  Now aware of the actual situation, with still some exceptions, von Rundstedt called for reinforcements for Nineteenth Army. He specifically recommended the assignment of two panzer divisions and one infantry division, all at full strength. But the German High Command had other priorities, specifically the coming Ardennes Offensive, the future Battle of the Bulge, and was stockpiling all reserves for that operation. Fully aware of this, the Field Marshal proposed as an alternative having the Nineteenth Army fall back to avoid destruction.


  Discussing this option with General Balck, both men agreed that the only solution was for Nineteenth Army to withdraw across the Rhine. However, Hitler denied their request and refused to discuss the matter further. He even suggested a discussion about canceling the Ardennes Offensive in favor of a major counterattack in Alsace and Lorraine.⁶ Although the Chancellor quickly abandoned this idea, he adamantly refused any proposal to withdraw the Nineteenth Army across the Rhine. As was his wont, he ordered instead that the areas under German control be held at all costs.


  This decision, such as it was, left Field Marshal von Rundstedt, General Balck and General Wiese with few options. However, a late alteration from the High Command did allow a withdrawal on November 24th to a new defensive line. This line largely reflected the progress of the Allied offensive to date, and did little to help Nineteenth Army. Nevertheless, the remaining units of that army began to occupy the new line on the night of November 24–25 with no opposition from the Allies. The next day, November 26th, Field Marshal von Rundstedt finally received accurate information on the status of the southern flank of Nineteenth Army, and urged the High Command to permit a withdrawal to a new line of defense. Approval soon came, along with permission to send the 198th Infantry Division and the 106th Panzer Brigade to the northern flank of Nineteenth Army. They were not, as General Balck had proposed, to counterattack the U.S. XV Corps at Strasbourg, but rather to help hold the new defensive line which ran Erstein-Barr-Le Hohwald to the north of Colmar.


  It was late on November 26th when Hitler gave his permission for a withdrawal of the southern flank of Nineteenth Army. These orders were quickly passed by von Rundstedt to General Wiese. The latter still harbored some hope for pushing the French out of Mulhouse and threatening Seppois and the French supply line on Route N-463. But with time of the essence and the French already threatening the German line of defense along the Doller River, the Germans began to withdraw as ordered. In effect, Nineteenth Army was now committed to holding a defensive enclave west of the Rhine River. Already known by the Allies as the Colmar Pocket, it had a base along the Rhine that ran for 45 miles between Erstein and Mulhouse. In the center it extended more than 25 miles west from the Rhine into the High Vosges. The German High Command estimated that Nineteenth Army could hold that enclave for about three weeks, the time necessary to launch the Ardennes Counteroffensive. In order to do that, however, thousands of replacements needed to be rushed in to fill out the eight hollowed-out infantry divisions. In addition, some antitank, artillery and assault gun units would have to be sent to the Colmar Pocket to strengthen it enough to hold out. For the Germans, the advantage was holding the Allies away from the German border while at the same time threatening the flanks of both armies of 6th Army Group. Whether the resources required for holding the Colmar Pocket were worth the advantages was a question that could long be debated.


  


  While the Germans debated the fate of the Colmar Pocket, decisions at the higher levels of the American command were also in progress. Seventh Army’s General Patch, more than satisfied with his progress at Strasbourg and the Saverne Gap, joined with the 6th Army Group and XV Corps in planning a forced crossing of the Rhine River. The area chosen was near Rastatt, north of Strasbourg. A crossing here would continue the Seventh Army on a northern axis, in compliance with orders to protect the flank of Patton’s Third Army. It would also avoid some difficult terrain on the German side of the river such as the Black Forest, which could easily hinder a mechanized army’s progress with only a few determined defenders. Specialized river crossing units had been alerted and were moving up to the front lines in preparation for a river crossing, and amphibious truck (DUKW) companies were already on the road from rear area depots and training areas.⁷ Only setting the date remained.


  But events outside the 6th Army Group were about to affect the planning of Generals Devers and Patch. While they had moved up the planned date for Seventh Army’s Rhine crossing from about December 15th to the first week of December, Generals Eisenhower and Bradley were busy touring their long front lines. Stopping at Third Army to discuss the situation with General Patton, they learned that his army was struggling to continue his advance. Patton’s forces were confined to the roads due to bad weather and constant flooding. This in turn had resulted in massive traffic jams which further exacerbated the situation, breaking up the few good roads available. Off-road travel was impossible due to a sea of mud resulting from the near-constant rain. These conditions resulted in a high rate of non-battle casualties from illness, trench foot and disease. With an overall lack of infantry replacements for the entire theater of operations, Third Army was critically short of troops to continue its attack against the German Saar basin. Extensive German minefields and a growing shortage of artillery ammunition, along with other supply problems, merely made the situation more difficult.


  General Patton suggested as a solution that his front be shortened by either giving the southern portion to Seventh Army or, as an alternative, returning the XV Corps to his control. This, he argued, would allow him to better concentrate his forces for a push to the Rhine and eventually the conquest of the Saar. Bradley supported Patton’s desire to overrun the Saar, but felt that transferring forces between armies would be too time consuming. He favored shortening the front of Third Army by enlarging that of Seventh Army. General Eisenhower did not give an opinion, but agreed that something needed to be done to get Thirrd Army moving again.


  Generals Eisenhower and Bradley next traveled south to Luneville, where they met with Generals Devers and Patch. The four commanders then moved on to Sarrebourg, the headquarters of XV Corps where General Haislip greeted them. The final stop was at St. Dié to meet with General Brooks at his VI Corps headquarters. They found these American commanders within 6th Army Group pleased with their success thus far and anxious to continue their drive to clear the Rhine’s east bank and force a crossing of that traditional barrier to Germany itself. Other than Haislip’s concerns about where the Panzer Lehr Division was headed, none of the Seventh Army commanders expressed concern as to their ability to continue their advance to and across the Rhine. Thrilled to have finally cleared the Vosges Mountains and now regrouping their forces for a pursuit, they were confidently expecting to continue their successful push to the Rhine. Generals Eisenhower and Bradley found the staffs of both American corps busily planning to push forward and to seize bridgeheads over the river.


  But General Eisenhower was more concerned with the difficulties of his friend, General Patton and his Third Army. In discussions with Seventh Army commanders he ordered them to re-orient their advance not to the east, as they were planning, but to the north to assist General Patton. This would require Seventh Army to fight its way through the Low Vosges and hit the German First Army on its flank. While at General Haislip’s command post he issued orders, on November 24th, to halt all preparations for a river crossing and instead to advance northward through the Low Vosges in support of Third Army’s ongoing offensive. General Patton’s drive on the Saar was to have top priority.


  The commanders within Seventh Army were stunned by the sudden turn of events. A moment ago they had been planning an assault into Germany itself, across the Rhine River. Now suddenly they were to return to the miserable terrain and weather conditions of the Vosges Mountains, turning their main effort 45 degrees, to support another American army. General Devers was shocked. At a formal dinner that evening with Eisenhower and Bradley he challenged these new orders. The discussion went on late into the evening in Devers’ personal quarters. Some descriptions of the meeting describe it as “heated.”⁸


  General Eisenhower did not change his mind, despite Devers’ fierce protests. Indeed, not only did Eisenhower rule that all planning and preparations for a Rhine River crossing cease immediately, he proposed taking two American divisions from the 6th Army Group and transferring them to Patton’s command. In addition, he was planning to extend the front of Haislip’s XV Corps to the north, to further aid Patton. General Devers protested each of these measures, arguing that if assisting Third Army was the goal, then Seventh Army should be strengthened and should be allowed to force a river crossing at Rastatt. Once across, Seventh Army could drive north and envelop the Saar basin, thus relieving pressure on General Patton. On this point, General Bradley strongly disagreed, fearing that an attempt to force the Rhine against prepared enemy defenses including portions of the West Wall was foolhardy and would fail. General Devers argued that the Germans were at the moment unprepared for a crossing, had few troops in the area, and were disorganized and confused by Seventh Army’s rapid advance. Reconnaissance patrols sent across the river by General Patch had reported those defenses completely unmanned.


  Neither of these arguments dissuaded Eisenhower from his decision. He ordered Devers to clear up the area between the Vosges and the Rhine but to turn Seventh Army north as soon as possible, attacking west and east of the Low Vosges. No Rhine crossing was allowed by General Eisenhower. However, as a sop to Devers, he changed his mind about withdrawing two American divisions from 6th Army Group, and even agreed to send them a second American armored division. All of these concessions were, however, contingent on Devers not conducting a Rhine River crossing. With no choice but to obey orders, Devers suggested that Haislip’s XV Corps take over a portion of General Patton’s southern front in order to allow that corps to have some maneuver room beyond the Low Vosges Mountains.


  The conference was unsatisfactory for all concerned. Clearly Devers did not get what he wanted, and had to change all of his plans to comply with the orders of his superior officers. Reports of witnesses at the conference stated that Eisenhower was “mad as hell” that Devers questioned his planning and decision-making.⁹ The already difficult relationship between Generals Eisenhower and Devers only deteriorated as a result, leaving Devers to wonder out loud if he was “a member of the same team.”¹⁰


  Eisenhower and Bradley spent the next day, November 25th, visiting the front of the First French Army. Returning to 6th Army Group headquarters on the 26th, Eisenhower indicated that nothing he saw during his inspection had altered his earlier decisions. General Patch’s Seventh U.S. Army would now devote its planning resources to accommodate Eisenhower’s instructions. As soon as practicable, XV Corps would advance in a generally northward direction in order to narrow Patton’s front. The VI Corps under General Brooks would also move to the north to maintain contact with XV Corps, clearing enemy forces from the area between the Vosges and the Rhine. With no alternative left to them, Devers and Patch sought to begin the new axis of advance as quickly as possible.


  The results of General Eisenhower’s decision to turn Seventh Army north instead of allowing it to force a crossing of the Rhine River into Germany quickly became an issue of much debate. Those who agree with Generals Devers and Patch argue that such an attempt would have succeeded and that the result would have been an outflanking of the German defenses faced by Third Army. However, Devers’ conviction that the First French Army would swiftly clear the Colmar Pocket would turn out to be in error, which may have easily had residual effect elsewhere within 6th Army Group. Supporters of the plan argue that the correct course was to reinforce success, force the crossing, and ease Third Army’s situation. Indeed, Devers argued that logistically Third Army belonged under 6th Army Group, and that together the Third and Seventh Armies could have pierced the German Saar basin defenses, if that is what Eisenhower intended. They saw Eisenhower as more concerned with clearing territory rather than destroying the enemy armies. Even General Patton, for whose benefit these changes were made, would later state, “We will see how this all comes out. I personally believe the VI Corps should have crossed the Rhine, but it was stopped by Eisenhower the day he visited Devers.”¹¹ He felt this way despite admitting that both he and Eisenhower distrusted Devers,¹² adding in a diary entry about General Devers that “Ike hates him.”¹³


  On the other hand, General Eisenhower stuck to his long-stated policy of destroying all German forces west of the Rhine River, from the Netherlands to the Swiss Border. This was to be accomplished before any major operations across the Rhine were attempted. He had also long decreed that the major Allied effort would take place in the north, apparently expecting little from 6th Army Group. General Eisenhower saw no value in the French First Army’s breaching the Belfort Gap, nor did he attach any significance to the unexpectedly rapid advance of Seventh Army to the German border. Feeling that the difficult Vosges Mountain country and conducting a major Rhine crossing would be delaying factors in 6th Army Group’s progress, he had no plans for an unexpected success in the south. The fact that he had committed major resources to the north, where British Field Marshal Bernard Montgomery’s 21st Army Group was then bogged down clearing ports necessary to ease logistical concerns, may have also been a factor. Such a major commitment of resources, both practical and political, was not easily redirected hundreds of miles to the south.
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  General of the Army George C. Marshall, Chief of Staff, United States Army, 1939–1945.—NARA
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  General of the Army Dwight D. Eisenhower, Supreme Commander, Allied Expeditionary Forces, 1944–1945.—NARA
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  Lieutenant General Alexander M. Patch, Commanding General, Seventh U.S. Army, 1944-1945, wearing his famous violet scarf.—NARA
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  Lieutenant General Jacob L. Devers, Commanding General, Sixth Army Group, 1944–1945.—NARA
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  Major General Wade Hampton Haislip, commanding XV U.S. Corps, which joined the Seventh U.S. Army in time for the Colmar Campaign. The XV Corps had the difficult responsibility of maintaining contact between Seventh Army and Third Army.—NARA
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  Major General Edward Hale (“Ted”) Brooks, commanding VI U.S. Corps from October 1944 to 1945. The VI Corps took the brunt of the German second Winter Offensive known as “Operation Nordwind.”—NARA
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  Major General Anthony C. McAuliffe, Commanding General, 103rd Infantry Division, January–August 1945. His division was one of several sent by SHAEF to build up Sixth Army Group’s strength.—NARA
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  Sergeant Ellis R. Weicht, who earned a posthumous Medal of Honor while serving with Company F, 142nd Infantry, 36th (“Texas”) Infantry Division during the bloody battle for the town of St. Hippolyte, in Alsace, France, on December 3, 1944.—NARA
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  Private First Class George B. Turner, a 44-year-old from Los Angeles, California, who earned his Medal of Honor while serving with Battery C, 499th Armored Field Artillery Battalion, 14th Armored Division, during the fighting for Philippsbourg, France, on January 3, 1945.—NARA
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  Private First Class Jose F. Valdez, of Pleasant Grove, Utah, and Company B, 7th Infantry Regiment, who earned a posthumous Medal of Honor for repelling a German attack on his company of the 3rd Infantry Division near Rosenkranz, France, January 25, 1945.—NARA
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  Lieutenant Audie L. Murphy, who earned the Medal of Honor while serving with Company B, 15th Infantry Regiment, 3rd Infantry Division during the Colmar Campaign.—NARA


  


  [image: ]


  


  General Charles DeGaulle, leader of the Free French Forces, 1944–1945.—NARA
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  Reichsführer-SS Heinrich Himmler, senior Nazi political figure and Commander of Army Group Oberrhein, 1944–1945.—NARA
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  General (later Marshal of France) Jean de Lattre de Tassigny (right), Commanding General, First French Army, explains his operations to General Dwight D. Eisenhower, Supreme Allied Commander, during his visit to Sixth Army Group.—NARA
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  Major General Jacque Phillipe Leclerc, Commanding General, 2nd French Armored Division, 1944–1945, who preferred to fight under American command rather than under his fellow Frenchmen.—NARA
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  Lieutenant General Lucian K. Truscott (right), Commanding VI U.S. Corps, and Major General John E. “Iron Mike” O’Daniel, commanding the 3rd U.S. Infantry Division, observe operations.—NARA
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  Field Marshal Gerd von Rundstedt, Commanding German Forces on the Western Front, enjoys a quiet cigarette while awaiting his captor’s interrogation.—NARA
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  Infantrymen of the 255th Infantry Regiment, 63rd Infantry Division (Task Force Harris), move down a street in Waldenburg, Germany, to hunt out Germans after a recent raid on the town by the 63rd Infantry Division. (Photo by 2nd Lieutenant Jacob Harris, April 16, 1945.)—NARA
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  Private First Class Mickey Rooney imitates Hollywood actor friends of his for an audience of infantrymen from the 44th Infantry Division. Pfc. Rooney is a member of a three-man unit making a jeep tour to entertain the troops. (Photo by T/5 Louis Weintraub, Kist, Germany, April 13, 1945).—NARA
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  Photo taken at the instant bullets from a French firing squad hit a Frenchman who collaborated with the Germans. This execution took place in Rennes, France, but several similar scenes played out in Colmar after its fall to the First French Army.—NARA
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  Master Sergeant Vito R. Bertoldo, of Decatur, Illinois and Company A, 242nd Infantry Regiment, 42nd (“Rainbow”) Infantry Division who earned a Medal of Honor near Hatten, France. For two days he defended two critical command posts against attacking German infantry and armor, January 9–10, 1945.—NARA
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  Technical Sergeant Bernard P. Bell (right), receives recognition from his assistant Division Commander after earning a Medal of Honor near Mittelwihr, France, on December 18, 1944. The West Virginia native was serving with Company I, 142nd Infantry, 36th (“Texas”) Infantry Division when he led his men in repulsing a severe attack on that town.—NARA
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  Lieutenant General Devers (second from left) with (L to R) French Generals Jean de Lattre de Tassigny, commanding First French Army; Marie Emile Béthouart commanding I French Corps and Goislard de Monsabert, commanding II French Corps, at the Lion of Belfort (Franco-Prussian War Memorial) at Belfort, France, November 1944.—NARA
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  First Lieutenant Edward A. Silk (center) is congratulated by the U S. Army Chief of Staff, General George C. Marshall on the award of a Medal of Honor. The Johnstown, Pennsylvania, native received the award for leading an attack of Company F, 398th Infantry Regiment, 100th (“Century”) Division, near St. Pravel, France, on November 23, 1944 along Route N-424.—NARA
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  An American tank rolls past destroyed German vehicles on Highway 7 north of Montelimar. France, on its way to Alsace Province.—NARA
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  French soldiers parade down the Boulevard de Strasbourg in celebration of the liberation of Toulon. These same soldiers will soon be battling for the actual city of Strasbourg in Alsace.—NARA
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  By the end of November 1944, 6th Army Group was undergoing major changes in direction, organization and focus. After his meeting with Generals Eisenhower and Bradley, General Devers had narrowly managed to retain two divisions which the Supreme Allied Commander had threatened to transfer to General Patton. Perhaps, as some believe, the threat of this transfer was merely to influence Devers to stop arguing against Eisenhower’s new orders to attack north. Regardless, Seventh Army would now have to cover additional ground without any significant reinforcements. It would have to turn 45 degrees to the north and attack into the same difficult terrain and weather conditions which had stymied Third Army. To make matters worse, three of 6th Army Group’s divisions were about to become unavailable. The 2nd French Armored Division and the 36th U.S. Infantry Division were to be sent to the First French Army to help them clear the Colmar Pocket. A third division, the veteran U.S. 3rd Infantry, was to guard Strasbourg and cover the growing gap between Seventh Army and the First French Army. Further, General Devers still faced the imminent departure of two French divisions for operations on the Atlantic coast. Overall, 6th Army Group faced a new set of challenges with a net reduction of available strength. However, one bright spot remained in the situation, with the promised delivery of the remainder of the newly arrived 14th Armored Division and the equally new U.S. 12th Armored Division.¹ Both were scheduled to arrive in early December, although both needed additional training before they could be committed to combat.
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  Despite the difficulties facing it, Seventh Army began deploying north immediately after the departure of General Eisenhower. At the time, elements of the army were advancing in two directions. In the High Vosges General Brooks’ VI Corps with the 36th and 103rd U.S. Infantry Divisions were just completing clearing the mountain passes. Between Sarrebourg and Strasbourg, General Haislip’s XV Corps was already attacking north towards the German border. As a result, General Patch decided that the northward thrust would continue to be Haislip’s responsibility, with the 44th, 45th, 79th and 100th U.S. Infantry Divisions under command. Although the arrangement, one corps attacking east and the other north was awkward, the fact that Seventh Army was attacking into the gap between the German First and Nineteenth Armies allowed Patch to make the plan work well.²


  General Haislip’s XV Corps faced the Panzer Lehr Division and the bulk of the 361st Volksgrenadier Division. Both German units were withdrawing to the north in order to reach a temporary delaying position between Wolfskirchen and Durstel. Coming down from the north was the 25th Panzergrenadier Division which was aiming at Sarre-Union with the intent of stopping any further American advance. The “chase” of the withdrawing Germans involved elements of Patton’s XII Corps, the 4th Armored Division, and Haislip’s XV Corps, whose 44th Infantry Division and 106th Cavalry Group³ were soon overtaken by the faster moving armored column.


  The German command did not expect to hold the Americans for long. Both Army Group G and First Army began to plan for establishing a stronger defensive line in front of the German border. The plan included a series of delaying lines that covered Sarre-Union, through the Low Vosges and along the Moder River, past the small city of Haguenau and on to the Rhine. This 45-mile-long line was to be held by the 25th Panzergrenadier Division,⁴ the weak 361st Volksgrenadier Division, which included the remnants of the 553rd Volksgrenadier Division, and the newly arrived 245th Volksgrenadier Division.⁵ The final stretch, some 16 miles from Schweighausen to the Rhine, would be held by the arriving 256th Volksgrenadier Division. The Panzer Lehr, whose presence concerned General Haislip, would be held in reserve.⁶ Overall command of the new defense line rested with the reorganizing LXXXIX Corps which was established north of Haguenau.


  Lieutenant General Gustav Hoehne’s LXXXIX Corps had significant problems in establishing a defense. Corps Headquarters itself was reorganizing after it had lost most of its staff and almost all of its equipment in the Saverne area. Only becoming operational again on November 29th, it absorbed elements of Corps Command Vosges to help gain strength. The 361st Volksgrenadier Division was also weak, with one of its battalions numbering barely 150 men. Another counted only 300 soldiers within its ranks. The arriving 256th Volksgrenadier Division, fresh from Norway, had only three regiments, each with two half-strength battalions. The other arriving division, the 245th Volksgrenadier Division, was probably weaker. The latter also contained a high proportion of former navy and air force personnel who had been involuntarily transferred into the infantry. Its artillery consisted of captured Russian guns with limited ammunition.


  Facing LXXXIX Corps was the U.S. XV Corps with three divisions. Major General Robert L. Spragins’ 44th Infantry Division was operating with two of its own regiments and a third from the 45th Infantry Division. Reinforced further with the 106th Cavalry Group, this division was east of the Vosges and directly north of Saverne. Here the division’s third regiment, the 324th Infantry, held the line. Outposting the Saverne Plain was a regiment of Major General William W. Eagles’ 45th Infantry Division. Holding the right or eastern flank was Major General Ira T. Wyche’s veteran 79th Infantry Division. At the end of November these troops were reorganizing to attack the new German defense line.


  


  General Brooks’ VI Corps meanwhile continued its push through the Vosges Mountains. Its mission was now to clear all German forces out of the zone between those mountains and the Rhine. As mentioned earlier, the 3rd Infantry Division was garrisoning Strasbourg while resting and integrating replacements after its arduous fighting. The 2nd French Armored Division was coming into VI Corps control. General Brooks intended the French to attack south from Strasbourg, moving through Erstein, Selestat and eventually Colmar. This would be done in coordination with the infantry attacking from the west. Combat Command A of Major General Albert C. Smith’s new 14th Armored Division moved into Molshein, relieving elements of the 3rd Infantry Division, and prepared to support the infantry attack. Major General Charles G. Haffner’s 103rd Infantry Division began to move over the remaining five miles between it and the Alsatian plain. They were destined to encounter the hastily constructed defensive lines the Germans were establishing north of Colmar.


  To the south, the infantry of Major General John E. Dahlquist’s 36th “Texas” Division had moved faster than the Germans had anticipated, forcing them to abandon a planned line of defense around the town of St. Croix. But despite this advance, the division was tired and required to cover some 20 miles of ground. As a result the bulk of the division remained in the High Vosges, fighting alongside the 3rd Algerian Division, which was stuck in front of the town of Gerardmer.


  These delays were vital for the Nineteenth Army to build its defenses north of Colmar. Responsible for this region was Lieutenant General Helmut Thumm’s LXIV Corps. All General Thumm had at the end of November were pieces of the 708th Volksgrenadier and 716th Infantry Divisions. Division Buercky, a hastily formed provisional unit reinforced with elements of the SS, security police, engineers and even ambulatory hospital patients, with a few 88mm antitank guns and assault guns, held part of the line. Joining them were the survivors of the 106th Panzer Brigade. The addition of the 280th Assault Gun Battalion gave some strength to the defensive line. Concerned for this area, General Wiese had ordered the remnants of the 198th Infantry Division to move north and join LXIV Corps.


  To the southwest of LXIV Corps was Lieutenant General Erich Peterson’s XC Corps (formerly the IV Luftwaffe Field Corps). This force was attempting to retain a hold on the High Vosges and defending the western approaches to Colmar. It was this command which faced the “Texas” Division and the Algerians. Under his command, General Peterson had the remnants of the 16th Volksgrenadier Division and the stronger 269th Volksgrenadier Division. Both divisions held defensible ground. Further south stood Major General Friedrich-August Schack’s LXIII Corps which had the remnants of the 159th, 189th, 338th Volksgrenadier and 30th SS Divisions which defended the southwestern and southern flanks of the Colmar Pocket.


  General Patch had intended General Brooks to send his 36th and 103rd Infantry Divisions, supported by CCA of the 14th Armored Division, to clear the Vosges and secure the towns of Barr and Selestat quickly. To assist with this mission, Patch assigned Major General Withers A. Burress’ 100th “Century” Infantry Division to Haislip’s XV Corps and replaced it by moving General Leclerc’s 2nd French Armored Division to VI Corps. The intent was to leave the French armored division facing the northern flank of the Colmar Pocket, after the intervening area had been cleared, while VI Corps turned north. General Patch estimated that the French armor, reinforced perhaps with a few American infantry regiments, could easily contain the Germans north of Colmar. These plans reflected the belief still held by Devers and Patch that the Germans would not make a major effort to retain their hold on the western bank of the Rhine at Colmar. Prohibited from crossing the Rhine, Generals Devers and Patch now sought to get the bulk of their forces involved in the attack into the Saar.


  The VI Corps attack began on November 27th with the movement of Major General John W. O’Daniel’s 3rd Infantry Division into Strasbourg. There they were able to eliminate the bridgehead that the Germans had previously maintained within that city. During this move the division intelligence officer received reports that eight miles from the town of Rothau there was a German concentration camp near Natzviller. A team was sent to investigate and reached this camp November 26th where they found “an enclosure which was rectangular in shape, surrounded by two barbed wire fences which could be charged with electricity.”⁷ Watchtowers equipped with floodlights covered the area. The Americans were shown a “shower room” where prisoners were asphyxiated and the crematorium with an elevator-like device which simplified placing the victims in the furnaces. Most of the prisoners, opponents of the Nazi regime, Jews, Bible students, priests, homosexuals and habitual criminals had been evacuated ten days earlier.


  Despite the occupation of Strasbourg, some enemy defenses in the area remained intact. An old Maginot line fortress north of Mutzig refused to surrender. Company E of the division’s 30th Infantry Regiment was given the task of eliminating this problem. But despite direct fire from a 155mm howitzer and a 155mm gun, the enemy refused all calls to surrender. Radio intercepts even heard them sending calls for equipment, food and medical supplies. On December 2nd the XII Tactical Air Command struck the fortress with fire bombs, with no apparent effect. Finally, Company E decided to load up a captured German halftrack with three and one-half tons of demolitions and roll it up to the fortress. This succeeded in blowing an eight-foot hole in one wall of the fort. That night the Americans captured nine enemy soldiers, including two officers, attempting to escape. Interrogations revealed that there were still 82 stragglers from various German units within the fort. It wasn’t until December 3rd, after another divebombing, that these last defenders surrendered. In Strasbourg, with the collapse of their bridgehead, the Germans blew all remaining bridges across the Rhine. To the north of the city, the 117th Cavalry Reconnaissance Squadron attempted to secure the town of Gambsheim but lacked sufficient strength to accomplish this task. It remained in place, however, to screen VI Corps’ northern flank.


  South of Strasbourg the 36th and 103rd Infantry Divisions were pushing hard to clear the Vosges. The fighting remained as intense as ever. When Company B of the 410th Infantry Regiment, 103rd Infantry Division, lost all of its officers to intense mortar and small-arms fire, a red-haired frecklefaced artillery officer took command and reorganized the company. Second Lieutenant Clare J. Boyle of Ogden, Utah, was a forward observer with the 383rd Field Artillery Battalion. After reorganizing the infantrymen, he called for a rolling artillery barrage and led the infantry attack which took the town of Itterswiller. For his actions, Second Lieutenant Boyle was awarded a Distinguished Service Cross.⁸


  Nor was being assigned to a rear position any guarantee of safety. Private Edward B. Holt of Siloam Springs, Arkansas was assigned to the headquarters of the 411th Infantry Regiment when it came under heavy enemy artillery fire. Private Holt, on his own initiative, organized a four-man patrol to find the enemy gun. Once located, Holt went forward alone and directed American counter-battery fire from a close-range observation post. He also was awarded a Distinguished Service Cross.⁹ First Sergeant John S. Clark of Starks, Louisiana, earned his Silver Star for reorganizing his scattered Company F, despite being twice wounded, after it had been hit by a heavy enemy barrage. Fighting like this finally brought the 103rd Infantry men out of the Vosges by December 1st. Another 1,600 enemy entered the POW enclosures.


  Combat Command A of the 14th Armored Division struck south as ordered but soon became embroiled in a fight for the town of Barr, 20 miles south of Molsheim. Together with the 411th Infantry of the 103rd Infantry Division, a two-day fight ensued. Staff Sergeant Peter Lakey, a member of Company A, 62nd Armored Infantry Battalion, remembered his introduction to Barr. “On the 27th of November, we entered Barr riding on the tanks of the 48th (Tank Battalion). At the outskirts of town we were told to drop off the tanks and follow them. The tanks ran into stiff opposition in town and many were lost.”¹⁰ Indeed, it seemed as if the armor had run into an ambush. One tank after another was hit and damaged or destroyed. The infantry of Sergeant Lakey’s 62nd Armored Infantry Battalion were hit hard by incoming artillery fire. Finally a group from the division’s 94th Cavalry Squadron (Mechanized) managed to destroy the enemy antitank gun inflicting the most damage, but not before ten American tanks were knocked out. Unexpectedly, the Combat Command had run into a battalion of the SS Feldernhalle Division, a determined group who were intent on destroying the attacking Americans.


  The fight at Barr continued to be fierce. German soldiers with handheld antitank weapons moved around the Americans, taking them under fire from many directions. Sergeant Forest Gable was in command of three tanks which he moved through intense enemy artillery and mortar fire. He fired at one suspicious house, unknowingly knocking out another enemy antitank gun. After his other two vehicles were knocked out, Sergeant Gable continued further into Barr where his tank was hit by two enemy Panzerschreck rounds.¹¹ With his tank disabled and three of his crew wounded, he directed artillery fire on the enemy positions, allowing his wounded men to escape to the rear. His main gun ammunition exhausted, Sergeant Gable continued to fire his machine gun from an exposed position atop his tank. He refused to retreat and was killed by enemy fire. Staff Sergeant Gable received a posthumous Distinguished Service Cross.¹² Barr was finally cleared by the 411th Infantry Regiment and a renewed attack by CCA.


  While the fight at Barr continued, General Leclerc’s 2nd French Armored Division continued to drive south. One column from CCA of the 14th Armored Division accompanied him and drove on the town of Erstein. As the French and American armor drove south they encountered a problem that would continue to plague them for months to come. All waterways, regardless of their size, were running high and many were in flood stage. As a result the ground was soaked and waterlogged. This restricted all Allied vehicles to the few roads in the area, and these were mined and blocked by various types of barriers. Every bridge in the area had been blown by the retreating Germans. Crossing sites were pre-sited by German artillery and mortars. Rain and the occasional snow now cut Allied air support significantly. The same weather conditions interfered with Allied radio communications. These factors combined to reduce the usual speed of the Allied armored spearhead to a crawl.


  The initial approach to Erstein was repulsed. While CCA regrouped, the 2nd French Armored Division’s CCD pushed into the town from the northeast against strong resistance. An all-day battle resulted in the capture of Erstein by the French, aided by CCA, 14th Armored. On the next day, November 29th, the French and Americans pushed south, but were slowed by a series of destroyed bridges. To their west the “Texans” of the 36th Infantry Division continued their agonizing push through the Vosges Mountains. Many of the villages were unoccupied and many roadblocks unmanned. But the necessity to make cross-country marches over the high mountains and ridges slowed the advance. The availability of armor was limited by these same conditions as was the ability to keep the forward troops supplied. Finally, on November 30th, a battalion of the 142nd Infantry Regiment emerged onto the Alsatian Plains.


  The unexpectedly slow progress had delayed General Patch’s plans. Hoping that by the end of November the French would have driven into Colmar, thereby allowing him to redirect General Brooks’ VI Corps to the north, Patch and his staff still believed that the German resistance around Colmar was only a temporary delay in order to get all of their Nineteenth Army and its equipment across the river. These conclusions were upset when on November 29th the 2nd French Armored Division reported to Seventh Army and VI Corps that it was encountering opposition from the 198th Infantry Division. At about the same time, the 36th Infantry Division reported taking prisoners from the 106th Panzer Brigade. It became apparent that if the Nineteenth Army was actually retreating, these units would not have been deployed north, but rather sent into Colmar to cross the Rhine.


  This new intelligence triggered a meeting between Generals Devers, Patch and Brooks. Still unsure of German intentions, they at first only delayed the scheduled redeployment of VI Corps to the northern axis of attack. General Brooks would continue his attack south while General Haislip’s XV Corps continued the northern thrust alone. Accordingly, VI Corps began an offensive aimed at Selestat on November 30th.


  The renewed attack began with a fierce fight by the 14th Armored Division’s CCA for St Pierre along Route N-422. The town of Selestat lay on the banks of the Ill River and had a wartime population of about 11,000–15,000 people. It was the junction of several important roads including the main Strasbourg-Colmar Highway. Attacking also towards Selestat were the 36th Infantry and 103rd Infantry Divisions. The 103rd “Cactus” Infantry Division met moderate opposition and was soon able to establish physical contact with the neighboring Texans.


  The next objective was the city of Selestat itself. Described as a “pancake in a frying pan” and a “machine gunner’s or mortar man’s dream,”¹³ the city was well defended. Surrounded by a stone wall, enemy machine gunners had an excellent field of fire toward the advancing Americans. After the 36th and 103rd Infantry Divisions had reached the inner defenses of the city a task force was organized under Brigadier General John T. Pierce, assistant division commander of the 103rd Infantry. Task Force Selestat, as it was called, was given the mission of clearing the city while the rest of the division moved by motor to Goughenheim in northeast Alsace. Task Force Selestat, largely the 409th Infantry Regiment, would move into Selestat cautiously, hugging the sides of the buildings, trying to avoid enemy snipers and observation posts. Combat engineers of the 328th Engineer (Combat) Battalion swept the streets, seeking and finding many enemy mines. Supporting tanks followed closely behind to blast roadblocks and eliminate enemy machine guns.


  On December 1st elements of the 409th Infantry Regiment entered the city and began a house-to-house fight which lasted until December 3rd. A tank-supported counterattack on that date was defeated, albeit with heavy casualties. In southeast Selestat the 36th Infantry Division encountered similar defenses. Elements of the 142nd and 143rd Infantry Regiments also engaged in house-to-house fighting, capturing an enemy battalion command post including its commander and staff. By the following day, December 4th, the entire city was secured and General Dahlquist’s Texans¹⁴ relieved General Haffner’s Cactus Division which in turn headed north.


  Not all the fighting took place in the city itself. In one intense action at St. Hippolyte, on December 3, 1944, Sergeant Ellis R. Weicht of Company F, 142nd Infantry Regiment, 36th Infantry Division, was leading an assault squad against a German-held street within the town. St. Hippolyte was one of several villages which protected the flanks of the German forces within Selestat. The Pennsylvania native led his squad down the winding street, clearing each house as they came to it, until they reached a bend in the street. As the squad went around the bend they were taken under fire by two enemy machine guns which were hidden in a house 100 yards away. Ordering his squad to cover, Sergeant Weicht moved forward alone to a high rock wall further down the street. Fearlessly exposing himself, Sergeant Weicht fired two ammunition clips from his rifle at the enemy. Seeing that this was doing no good, he entered a house opposite the enemy gun position and firing from an upstairs window killing the two enemy machine gunners. Leading his squad forward once again, they encountered two 20mm guns which immediately opened fire on Company F. A forward artillery observer ordered the infantry to withdraw while he brought down fire upon the enemy. After sending his men to the rear, Sergeant Weicht remained in the fire zone, continuing to fire at the enemy gunners. When the American barrage lifted, Sergeant Weicht observed the enemy gunners attempting to move their guns to safety. He attacked, killing two and forcing the others to flee. Once again, he led his squad forward until they observed a roadblock about 125 yards away. Moving to the second floor of a nearby house, Sergeant Weicht fired upon the roadblock and killed 3 enemy troops and wounded several more. His actions, however, made him the target of every enemy weapon in the area. Despite this intense fire Sergeant Weicht continued to fire effectively at the enemy until he was killed by an antitank gun. He was posthumously awarded a Medal of Honor.¹⁵


  The conquest of Selestat completed the mission of General Brooks in the south. General Patch decided to leave the exhausted and depleted 36th Infantry Division in the south, to rest and to be available, should General Leclerc need assistance in his drive on Colmar. As December went into its second week VI Corps began to redeploy north. This situation, predicated on the American command’s belief that Nineteenth Army would soon retreat across the Rhine, was unusual in that the Americans were withdrawing significant resources while the Germans were reinforcing as fast as they could. This fact, combined with the insufficient French forces available to overrun the pocket, would be a thorn in the American side for months to come.


  


  For the American soldier these battles were moments of extreme terror broken up by long periods of marching, waiting and anticipation. As one history described it, “You put on your haversack crammed with two days “K” and “C” rations, hang your raincoat over the back of your ammo belt, sling your rifle on your shoulder, put on your gloves with the scorched fingers in them from so many camp fire dryings, and step into the line of silent men moving along the road. The snow is all gone now and there is nothing but creamy, oozing mud which sucks at your heavy shoe-pacs-footgear which later saved our outfit many cases of trenchfoot compared with other outfits still wearing the shin-high leather combat boots.”¹⁶ Nor did the rest breaks help much. Stopping for the occasional ten-minute breaks brought sweat running down your back from your head which soon began to cool, making the soldier wish he was moving again.


  As they moved closer to the front lines the call came back from the head of the column, “Ten Yards!” The soldier knew this meant they were now in range of enemy artillery and mortars. The heavy machine gun crews set up their weapons in an open meadow, or in a forest. The soldier is told to take cover and prepare for an attack. Enemy artillery shells start coming overhead and the soldier involuntarily ducks as friendly artillery answers the enemy. Suddenly small white pugs of smoke appear in the woods ahead of him. The Lieutenant yells at the men to move, that enemy mortars are firing on them. The soldier runs a few yards to a fold in the earth and together with a friend they huddle close to the earth. The scouts are sent forward, “God,” you think, “what a job to have.”¹⁷


  The soldier watches as the scouts move forward. “Then it starts. From nowhere comes the noise like a rattlesnake ready to strike. It’s the first burp gun you hear-the same sound you hear again and again in later fights—the high-pitched bur-r-r-p throbbing spat-spat-spat … spat-spat-spat. Hours later you learn it was a 20 millimeter ack-ack gun trained on you.”¹⁸ Then there are the first cries of the wounded. “You see your first wounded man …and a medic bending over him. “God,” you think, “that medic has guts—to be so calm, so cool when slugs are kicking up dirt all around him.”¹⁹


  Lying face down in the meadow the soldier sees the dirt all around him exploding from automatic and small arms fire aimed at him. Three of his buddies take shelter nearby. Another man is wounded, and he passes back the cry for a medic. Mortar shells begin to explode nearby. The soldier looks around, seeing artillery and mortar shells falling in the woods where the rest of his infantry company had taken refuge. The soldier knows his best option is to run forward, following the men in front of him, “But you can’t, for your body is frozen to the ground and your circulation has stopped. Brother, if you want to live, get going!” you think. But you can’t.”²⁰ Then a sergeant or someone with authority yells, “Get going” and the soldier rises and runs, breathing heavily, seemingly to move in slow motion, to a ditch to his front. From there he and his buddies crawl under continuing fire to the wall of the nearest building where tracers crisscross above their heads.


  A buddy rises and shouts “Let’s go!” and once again the soldier rises and moves to the nearest doorway. His buddy falls in the doorway, hit in the leg. The soldier bends down, assuring his friend that his wound is not too serious, and that it is his ticket out of the war. A medic appears, ripping the wounded man’s trouser and applying first aid. You enter the building with the rest of the squad, assuring each other that you are alive and inquiring about the missing. The soldier slowly turns bitter at the news of lost friends, and curses the war and everybody who makes war. And then the shout “Let’s go!” again stirs him to action.


  


  General de Lattre was well aware as December 1944 opened that his operations against what was now commonly termed the “Colmar Pocket” were secondary to 6th Army Group operations in the north. In a Letter of Instruction dated 2 December, General Devers had formally given de Lattre command of the 2nd French Armored Division (Leclerc) and the 36th U.S. Infantry Division (Dahlquist). General de Lattre was very conscious of the fact that for “the first time in this war a Frenchman had been called to exercise command over a major American unit.”²¹ Although pleased to get the two new divisions, General de Lattre was concerned because his own 1st French Infantry Division was leaving for the Atlantic coast, soon to be followed by the 1st French Armored Division. In effect, his situation despite the addition of the French armored division and Dahlquist’s “Texans” was no change. Until the 1st French Armored Division actually left, however, he did have the temporary increase of one armored division.


  Another change, and not for the better, in the situation of the French First Army was the additional front handed over to them when the U.S. Seventh Army turned north. Until then the northern portion of the Colmar Pocket was the Americans’ responsibility, largely that of General Brooks’ VI Corps. But all of the Americans were now heading north, and the entire Colmar Pocket area came under the control of the French. General de Lattre now had responsibility for a total of 200 kilometers, 80 more than he had in November, and with no additional troops to cover the enlarged zone of responsibility. And 6th Army Group intelligence was still convinced that the Germans would soon evacuate the pocket, making additional troops and supplies unnecessary.


  “Unhappily, that was not the case. The OKW²² had no intention whatever of abandoning its positions, and we were soon to know that Himmler²³ in person had been appointed by Hitler to galvanize the resistance and provide it with all the necessary means. Fresh troops flowed from the interior of the Reich and quickly lined the whole periphery of the great arc which eventually was held by nine infantry divisions and two tank brigades. The ratio of forces was therefore only favourable to us in respect to the quantity of armour; but this numerical superiority was reduced by the fact that the Panther and Jagdpanther technically outclassed our Shermans and Tank Destroyers. It was further singularly thwarted by the demolitions carried out by the enemy, and even more by the extent of the floods which covered the whole Alsatian plain and prohibited the deployment of our Combat Commands off the metalled roads.”²⁴


  The Germans also enjoyed the advantage of interior lines, firm flanks anchored on the Rhine River, and a depth of at the deepest of some 70 kilometers, which allowed them to quickly and effectively shift reserves from one threatened location to another as necessary. The usual counter to these advantages was to mount attacks from several directions at once, but again the First French Army did not have sufficient resources to do this. Nevertheless, General de Lattre determined to do what could be done. He issued orders to complete the encirclement of the Nineteenth Army at Colmar and to commence a squeezing operation to limit the circumference of the German perimeter. His forces were then to converge from the north and the south, destroying the enemy’s main resistance points as they moved. Meanwhile the forces in the hills west of Colmar would also maintain pressure on the Germans they faced to prevent them from reinforcing other sectors of the pocket. The operations were to begin December 5th.


  General Béthouart and his I French Corps, consisting of from east to west the 9th Colonial Infantry Division (General Magnan), the 4th Moroccan Mountain Division (General Sevez) and the 2nd Moroccan Infantry Division (General Carpentier), reinforced with Combat Command 6 (Colonel Tritschler) of the 5th French Armored Division, was to advance and clear the way to the town of Brisach. General Monsabert of the II French Corps, with General Leclerc’s 2nd French Armored Division, the 36th U.S. Infantry Division (General Dahlquist), the 3rd Algerian Infantry Division (General Guillaume) and the 1st French Parachute Regiment with Combat Command 4 in reserve, was to push towards Marckolsheim and Brisach while in the mountains the Algerians, reinforced with three Groups of Moroccan Tabors, would keep pressure on that part of the enemy perimeter.²⁵


  General Devers was growing concerned about the slow progress of both the Seventh Army and the First French Army. Enemy resistance and the poor weather and road conditions made any advance as much a logistical battle as actual combat. Once again he delayed the departure of the French divisions destined for Operation Independence, the clearing of the Atlantic ports, keeping the 1st French Armored Division until December 17th while the 1st French Infantry Division wasn’t to start to the west until December 9th. Then General Devers turned his attention to Patch’s Seventh Army. In order to speed its advance, he would need the full resources of Brooks’ VI Corps. This is what prompted the turning of VI Corps north. Each of the American corps received an armored division; Brigadier General Albert C. Smith’s 14th Armored Division went to Brooks and Major General Roderick R. Allen’s fresh 12th Armored Division to Haislip.


  Looking for ways to increase his fighting power, General Devers also sought ways to expedite the arrival of at least the infantry of three new divisions arriving at Marseille in early December. These units, the 42nd, 63rd and 70th U.S. Infantry Divisions had been shipped over initially without their supporting arms, including artillery. General Devers wanted these troops brought up to the Seventh Army’s front so as to allow the more experienced divisions to continue attacking while the newcomers held other sectors.


  It was around December 5th when the American and French commanders began to realize that the Germans were not going to evacuate the Colmar Pocket. The increasing solidarity of the defense, and the lack of any intelligence that Germans units were retreating across the Rhine, gave pause to Generals Devers and de Lattre. The French soon identified ten infantry divisions in and around Colmar, more than Nineteenth Army had earlier. These were, clockwise from the south, the 30th SS Division, the 338th, 189th, and 159th Infantry Divisions; the 269th, 16th and 708th Volksgrenadier Divisions; the 716th and 198th Infantry Divisions; and Division Burke. Control of the front was divided between the LXIV and LXIII Corps. Although some of these divisions were severely under authorized strength, and some consisted of impressed sailors and airmen, nevertheless they represented an increase in the German defensive strength and not—as it would if they were withdrawing—a decrease.


  It was on December 10th that the German Chancellor, Adolf Hitler, declared his determination to hold on to the Colmar region by announcing the appointment of his loyal subordinate, Heinrich Himmler, to command a new headquarters, Army Group Oberrhein, with the objective of holding Colmar and the eastern bank of the Rhine in southern Germany. One of the new major headquarters forces under its command was General Wiese’s Nineteenth Army. Group Oberrhein was a semi-independent headquarters and was treated as a separate theater command, not even reporting to Field Marshal von Rundstedt, the nominal German commander on the southern Western Front. It reported instead directly to OKW. In practice, it really reported directly to Hitler. One of Reichsführer SS Himmler’s first official acts was to replace General Wiese with Lieutenant General Siegfried Rasp.²⁶


  If nothing else, the appointment of Himmler increased the amount of troops and supplies which were injected into the defense of the Colmar Pocket. Determined to defend the Colmar Pocket and the east bank of the Rhine, Himmler used his vast authority to scour the German interior for troops, equipment and weapons which he could appropriate for his new command. No doubt the presence of the much feared secret police reduced desertions and surrenders as well. It also ensured that no unauthorized withdrawals would occur. Local German commanders were now more inspired to put up a staunch defense of every town and village.


  The VI Corps attacks in November and early December had reduced the German salient to about 40 miles around Colmar at its base. It ran from Rhinau in the north to Kembs in the south but still extended about 30 miles out to the west at St. Amarin and beyond Munster, well into the High Vosges. In the south the Nineteenth Army held the Harth Forest and formed a solid defense line between just north of Mulhouse and the Rhine, extending to St. Amarin. In the north General Wiese, and now General Rasp, reinforced the area between Selestat and the Rhine with infantry units of all types. Each Alsatian hamlet or village became a fortress. Every crossroads was a strongpoint. General de Lattre’s offensive would face a much stronger and more determined opposition than it had previously.


  


  That offensive was scheduled to begin on December 5th. In his Personal and Secret Instruction Number 5, General de Lattre cited the objective of the new offensive as being “to encircle and destroy the German forces still engaged in Alsace and the Vosges.”²⁷ The plan was to attack the Germans using the Rhine River as a flank, pushing north and south. In the meantime, French and American forces would keep “close contact with the enemy in the Vosges by pressing on him throughout his front in the directions which converge upon Colmar.”²⁸


  Weather delayed the start of the attack until December 7, 1944. Fighting was heavy and the conditions only made the situation worse for the French and Americans. The vast floods and thick minefields, combined with ferocious German resistance, slowed any advances. Behind the front lines the 1st French Infantry Division packed up and departed for the Atlantic coast, leaving the First French Army seriously short of infantry.


  Despite these serious obstacles, some progress was made. In the south General Carpentier’s 2nd Moroccan Infantry Division fought fiercely for the town of Thann. Supported by General Sudre’s 1st French Armored Division, the area was cleared after bitter fighting. In the north near Selestat the infantrymen of General Dahlquist’s 36th Infantry Division fought hard to clear one small village after another, facing constant German counterattacks which were increasingly difficult to repel. In their observation posts high in the Vosges, American observers could see German troops walking the streets of Colmar, but were too far to do anything about it.


  Indeed, the 36th Infantry Division had been in constant combat since October, and by mid-December was completely exhausted and severely understrength. General Dahlquist had no choice but to request relief for his battered division. General Patch agreed and ordered General O’Daniel’s 3rd Infantry Division, which had had a brief rest in recent weeks, to replace the Texas Division. The “Rock of the Marne” Division was replaced as garrison for Strasbourg by American engineering units.


  In addition to the need to replace the American division in the northern pincer, new problems arose. General Devers remained anxious to fulfill his promise to Eisenhower that he would clear southern Alsace. This was why the Seventh Army had been ordered to detach some of its combat units to the First French Army. Yet even as the French offensive began, General Leclerc, commanding the 2nd French Armored Division, was protesting his assignment to the First French Army. He was displeased with having to work under French officers he despised, some of whom he considered traitors to France for their “collaboration” during the German control of the Vichy French Army. Politics aside, he had trained and fought under American armies since before Normandy, and wanted to remain with American forces. He may have also wished to retain the somewhat “favored son” position he enjoyed while under American command. American commanders, particularly Patton, tended to look with a “blind eye” to some of Lelerc’s more eccentric military moves, like his rush to Paris without orders in August 1944.


  General Devers soon found that Leclerc had gone off to Paris to argue his case to Charles de Gaulle, leader of the French government. His argument was that the clearance of the Colmar Pocket was a task for infantry, not his experienced armored division. He insisted that his 2nd French Armored Division be returned to American control.²⁹ Intensely angry, Devers mediated the dispute, while in private he thought about asking Eisenhower to rid him entirely of Leclerc and his division. But instead Devers told Leclerc that there was no infantry available and that his “famous” 2nd French Armored Division would just have to make the best of a bad situation.


  Meanwhile on the front lines around Colmar the fierce fighting continued. Before the “Texas” Division could be relieved, Company I, 142nd Infantry Regiment, was attacking Mittelwihr on December 18th when Technical Sergeant Bernard P. Bell distinguished himself. Leading an assault squad against a fortified schoolhouse he ordered his men to provide cover fire while he dashed forward alone. Surprising two guards he took them prisoner and found that there were more Germans in the cellar. Threatening these men with hand grenades, he soon forced all 26 to surrender as well. The West Virginia-born squad leader then occupied the building with his squad and prepared to defend it against the inevitable German counterattack.


  


  That attack came the next morning after an intense artillery and mortar barrage. Communications between Sergeant Bell and the rest of Company I were disrupted by the intense shellfire, and repeatedly Bell went out alone to repair the damaged wires. When the wires became destroyed, Bell made several trips under enemy fire to keep his company commander informed of the situation. Throughout the day Sergeant Bell’s men fought off German attacks, killing several enemy soldiers and taking others prisoner. Running out of ammunition, Bell distributed captured enemy weapons to his men. The sound of familiar weapons attracted many Germans to the schoolhouse where they were captured.


  The next morning a German tank opened direct fire on the schoolhouse, destroying the upper floors. Despite the direct and accurate tank fire, Technical Sergeant Bell climbed to the ruins of the second floor and directed friendly artillery fire against the tank, driving it away. He then controlled artillery fire against the large force of German infantry who were preparing to assault the schoolhouse. When the disorganized Germans retreated, he commanded deadly rifle and machine gun fire into their ranks. When another German force took shelter behind a stone wall and fired at his squad, Technical Sergeant Bell found a friendly tank and standing fully exposed alongside it, directed its fire against this latest threat. After holes had been blasted in the wall, Technical Sergeant Bell led his men in firing through the holes at the enemy force. By the time the battle died down Bell had personally killed more than 20 enemy soldiers and captured 33, while his squad had brought in another dozen prisoners. For his gallant leadership on December 18, 1944 at Mittelwihr, France, Technical Sergeant Bernard P. Bell was awarded a Medal of Honor.³⁰


  General O’Daniel’s 3rd “Rock of the Marne” Infantry Division soon took over the front as planned and continued the struggle. Even as they came forward to relieve their fellow Americans they encountered fierce fighting. When Company C, 30th Infantry Regiment came up to the front near Kaysersberg on December 16, 1944, it found itself immediately in action. Company C was ordered to send an advance platoon forward to determine enemy defensive positions. The company commander, First Lieutenant Charles P. Murray, Jr., led the platoon forward, descending into a valley below positions held by another American battalion. As they moved down, Lieutenant Murray saw a force of some 200 German soldiers firing mortars, bazookas, small arms and machine guns at the battalion atop the ridge. The Maryland-born Lieutenant saw that the German flank was susceptible to attack. The sunken road in which the Germans sheltered was invisible from above, but easily attacked on its flank. Knowing that his small force was no match for the stronger German unit, he crawled forward alone until he had complete observation of the German position. Then he called for American artillery fire, bracketing the enemy. Just as he was about to call for more artillery, his radio ceased to function. Undeterred, he returned to his men and collected grenades and small arms, and then returned to his selfappointed observation post. Firing rifle-launched grenades, his first shots revealed his position to the enemy. They immediately turned and began firing at him. Using an automatic rifle he returned fire, killing 20 of the enemy in addition to those killed by his earlier grenade attack. When the Germans attempted to remove three of their mortars, Lieutenant Murray knocked out the truck they were carried in, while still firing at the now disorganized enemy troops.


  By this time his platoon had brought up a mortar to support their Lieutenant. He directed the fire of the mortar, causing further enemy casualties. Additional confusion in the ranks of the German troops resulted. While the enemy sought to regroup, Murray led his platoon forward to their original objective, the capture of a bridge and establishment of a roadblock. As they moved Lieutenant Murray captured ten German soldiers in foxholes along the way. They continued to move forward until another German soldier tossed a grenade which seriously wounded Murray. Wounded in eight places by the enemy missile, he refused evacuation, and upon reaching the planned roadblock site, saw to it that his men were correctly deployed before returning to the rear for medical treatment. For his leadership and bold attack, Lieutenant Murray was awarded a Medal of Honor.³¹


  Although some progress had been made by the December 7th offensive, General de Lattre was not satisfied. Even as he reviewed progress, his frustration level must have risen to new heights when he learned that his 1st French Infantry Division, which had departed barely ten days ago, was being returned to him. The decision had been made that they were needed within First French Army rather than on clearing the Channel ports in western France. But because they had been well on their way, they could not return in time to make any impact on the ongoing French offensive. In addition, the departure of one of his armored divisions was again postponed. Planning for clearing the Colmar Pocket was only made more difficult when General de Lattre could not be sure exactly which of his forces would be available for any future attack.³²


  Determined to seize Colmar and force the Germans out of France, de Lattre renewed his offensive on December 15th. This time it would be General Monsabert’s II French Corps attacking the area around Kaysersberg-Selestat toward Colmar. In the south General Béthouart’s I French Corps was directed on Cernay. But these renewed attacks were stymied by a strong German defense. Vehicles could not operate off the roads, negating the Allied armor superiority. The flank of II French Corps suffered from repeated attacks along the Ill and Rhine Rivers. Aided by miserable weather situations, cold, rain and generally wintery conditions, the French and Americans made scant progress.


  It was not for want of trying. Near Bennwihr, France, Company K, 15th Infantry Regiment, 3rd Infantry Division, was attacking strong enemy defenses. A non-commissioned officer from Youngstown, Ohio, Staff Sergeant Gus Kefurt was leading his men forward when he jumped through an opening in a wall in town. Landing on the other side he found himself facing 15 enemy soldiers. Despite the odds against him, he opened fire and captured five, killing the rest. When an enemy tank threatened his men’s position he adjusted artillery fire on the enemy armor despite the fact that he was fully exposed to small-arms fire. After dark he led a three-man outpost to the center of town which was in the middle of the enemy defenses, fighting off several hostile patrols and blocking their access to American lines. The next morning he assumed command of his platoon and led it in hand-to-hand fighting through the town until confronted by an enemy tank. Using rifle grenades he forced the tank crew to surrender, along with some supporting infantry. He then led an attack from house to house under intense machine gun and small-arms fire.


  As they advanced Staff Sergeant Kefurt’s platoon was held up by an enemy strongpoint. Other enemy forces began to infiltrate behind the platoon. Then a strong counterattack was launched. Despite suffering heavy casualties, the platoon remained in position under Kefurt’s example of bravery and leadership. He constantly exposed himself to enemy fire, going from man to man to direct fire and assist those in need. Several enemy attacks were personally disrupted by Kefurt, who killed 15 of the enemy while directing his platoon’s efforts. Despite a severe leg wound, he refused medical treatment and continued to fight. When, after a fierce three-hour battle, his supporting forces withdrew, refused to withdraw and maintained his forward position, defeating several more counterattacks. During one of these final attacks Kefurt was killed in action, but his platoon maintained their forward position until relieved later that day. For his gallant leadership at Bennwihr, France, December 23–24, Staff Sergeant Gus Kefurt received a posthumous Medal of Honor.³³


  But even as Company C secured Bennwihr the First French Army’s offensive was fading. They had put up a maximum effort with forces available to them, made a few small gains, but had exhausted themselves against a determined enemy. Besides exhausting the infantry, who were crucial to any victory given the terrain facing them in Alsace, the shortage of artillery ammunition began to be felt, further hindering any offensive.³⁴ As was happening all along the Allied line, strong German resistance combined with bad weather and slow Allied resupply efforts was slowing down advances to a crawl. Finally, after a week of negligible progress, General Devers called off the offensive on December 22nd.


  It was not so much the slowness of the First French Army’s advance that prompted General Devers to order a halt, but rather events farther north in the Ardennes Forest that re-directed Allied efforts all along the front line. In response to a huge German counteroffensive launched against Lt. General Courtney H. Hodges’ First U.S. Army, General Eisenhower ordered all his commands, including the 6th Army Group, to go over to the defense.


  


  News of a major German offensive to the north had been circulating since soon after the initial attacks on December 16, 1944. Initially there were hopes that the German attacks would weaken the enemy defenses faced by all Allied armies. In Seventh Army, hopes were raised that the German counteroffensive had drawn off forces facing them and that a new attack by Patch’s forces would find a weaker and more easily broken defensive front.


  But within two days it became apparent that the attack in the Ardennes was much stronger, and becoming much more successful, than first realized. That attack threatened the continuity of the Allies’ Western Front and their logistical routes as well. But whatever the initial expectations had been, once it was determined that the Ardennes attack was serious, the Americans moved swiftly to counter it. By December 18th, even as Technical Sergeant Bell was earning his Medal of Honor, General Eisenhower’s Supreme Headquarters, Allied Expeditionary Force (SHAEF) ordered American forces to shift to the north.


  These orders required General Haislip to shift his 12th Armored Division to fill the sector vacated by Patton’s 4th Armored Division, which had been sent north. A Third Army offensive, scheduled to start December 19th, was postponed. General Patton was particularly disappointed, feeling that the recent push by Patch’s Seventh Army had loosened up German defenses in Third Army’s sector. All along the Western Front, Allied resources were redirected to the threatened section of the line.


  General Eisenhower called a meeting at Verdun with his top commanders to determine the course of action to be taken to meet the new German threat. As a result of the conference, Third Army was redirected north into the southern flank of the German thrust. In order to cover the front that Patton would leave behind, Devers’ 6th Army Group was ordered onto the defensive, as previously noted, and to be ready to yield ground if another attack came against them. The 6th Army Group would now be responsible for much of the former Third Army sector, as that army turned from east to north. All priorities in manpower, equipment and supplies would go to the Ardennes front.


  As mentioned, the results were General Devers’ orders to both Seventh Army and First French Army to halt offensive operations. General Patch was ordered to extend his zone of responsibility into the former Third Army zone. This alone precluded any possible offensive operations by Patch, since his limited forces were stretched thin covering this extended line. General Devers, still unhappy with the results of the November 24th conference with Generals Eisenhower and Bradley, felt that once again his command was being used to help out the northern Army Groups, “just as we are about to crack the Siegfried line by infiltration.” Despite realizing that the German offensive had to be halted as soon as possible, General Devers still believed that an early Rhine crossing by 6th Army Group might have prevented, or outflanked, the German offensive.


  


  South of Strasbourg, General Patch made no changes in his army’s dispositions. Nor was it necessary for the First French Army to adjust its lines. General Devers did, however, warn General de Lattre to be prepared to renew his Colmar offensive sometime on or after January 5, 1945.
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  OPERATION NORDWIND


  


  


  General Eisenhower’s orders to General Devers were quite specific. In them he advised 6th Army Group that he was “prepared to yield ground in areas unessential to this main purpose,” and that “the Southern Group of Armies will be prepared to yield ground rather than endanger the integrity of their forces.”¹ Besides making it obvious that he believed that the 6th Army Group held “unessential” ground, he also indicated that their recent gains, at such high cost, were less than essential to his overall plan.


  Things were far worse than a slight from the Supreme Commander. The newly arrived infantrymen of the 42nd, 63rd and 70th Infantry Divisions were stripped from their divisions at the rate of 200 men per regiment and sent to reinforce General Patton’s Third Army. General Devers also had to absorb the news that no new manpower would be made available to 6th Army Group’s depleted divisions for the next several weeks. This was particularly difficult since many of General Patch’s American divisions were exhausted, particularly those who had been fighting with little rest or replenishment since August 15th. In response, Patch at Seventh Army immediately organized an effort to turn support personnel into infantrymen, aiming for a ten percent surplus of infantry before the next offensive. Cavalry, combat engineer, mortar and artillery units were ruthlessly stripped to the bare minimum in order to provide these reinforcements. Because of their high losses, all junior officer replacements were directed to the original Seventh Army divisions, the 3rd, 36th and 45th Infantry Divisions.


  General Patch also addressed the logistical problems. When ordered to stand down, Seventh Army had only a day’s supply of gasoline in its depots, but a strict conservation program soon brought this up to a three-day supply. Ammunition shortages were alleviated by the Third Army, which turned over an ammunition supply depot at Insming to Seventh Army as it moved north. The shortage of tanks, armored cars, assault guns and tank destroyers could not easily be made up. The First French Army was probably in worse shape.


  As the southern front settled down to await the outcome of the fighting in the Ardennes, the 6th Army Group commanded 18 divisions to hold its elongated front.² Except for the recently returned 1st French Infantry Division and the recently arrived 16th French Infantry Division, all were tired and short staffed. Only two of the five armored divisions were combat experienced. Severe shortages of supplies and equipment prevailed in both of its armies. Logistical support remained limited and shrunk further as priority of supplies went to the 12th Army Group. A recently arrived corps headquarters, U.S. XXI Corps, had no prior combat experience.³


  Morale was also a problem within the First French Army. As General de Lattre wrote to General de Gaulle requesting increased French reinforcements, “The fighting man who has come from Italy or North Africa sees his comrades falling around him without even one Frenchman from France coming to fill the gaps caused by battle…. To be sure, he is not unaware that the F.F.I. units reach a substantial number, coming to fight valiantly beside his regiment, but in his regiments on the battlement he still does not see anyone coming to make good their falling strength.”⁴ General de Gaulle responded with a promise to provide the requested French reinforcements for the North African divisions in First French Army.


  General de Lattre also had problems with General Devers, who was getting impatient with the lack of French progress around Colmar. In a letter to the French General of December 18th Devers wrote, “The extent of your forces’ exhaustion cannot, in my opinion, be notably different from that of the divisions at present engaged with the Germans on the other sectors of the front. I find, meanwhile, that Allied gains are taking place elsewhere.”⁵ General de Lattre received this criticism calmly, realizing that the threat in the Ardennes had made General Devers concerned that 6th Army Group might lose additional combat units to the Northern Group of Armies, thereby further stymieing his efforts to lead the Allied advance into Germany. General Devers still wanted to get the 6th Army Group fully up to the Rhine so as to prevent any decrease in its strength.


  


  While 6th Army Group reorganized and attempted to improve its status as the battle continued in the Ardennes, the opposing Germans were doing something similar. The best equipped, trained and staffed German units had been collected for the Ardennes offensive, leaving General Balck’s Army Group G weak. To make matters worse, while the First Army and the Nineteenth Army were both facing 6th Army Group, they were no longer under a joint command. The establishment of Army Group Oberrhein (“Upper Rhine”) on December 10th had divided a formerly united command situation. Now General von Obstfelder’s First Army reported to Army Group G while General Rasp’s Nineteenth Army reported to Army Group Oberrhein. These units, like the Allies facing them, had been required to send much of their supplies, equipment and manpower north to participate in the Ardennes Offensive. Although on paper some 20 German divisions faced 6th Army Group, many were at half strength, some had barely a few thousand combat troops, and supplies and equipment were in short supply.


  But at higher headquarters the German high command began to have second thoughts. By the 21st of December it was becoming clear that the Ardennes Offensive was not going to obtain all of its objectives. The force of Army Group B’s attack through the Ardennes, while initially successful, was fast dissipating. The defense of the crossroads town of Bastogne and the sudden thrust of the Third Army into the attack’s southern flank had caused the German leaders to re-think their options. One thought that particularly intrigued Hitler and Field Marshal von Rundstedt was that by diverting all resources to the Ardennes, the Allies must have weakened their southern front. Perhaps a fresh offensive directed this time against 6th Army Group would have more success. If nothing else, it should relieve some of the pressure mounting against Army Group B in the Ardennes.


  The first suggestion was a plan by von Rundstedt that Army Group G attack towards Metz, offering the opportunity to outflank either the Third Army or the Seventh Army. But a review of the German resources revealed that they did not have sufficient resources for such a plan. Hitler then came up with the idea for an attack in the Saarbrucken area aimed at the Saverne Gap, the idea being to split the Seventh Army and retake northern Alsace. If this attack, Operation Nordwind (“North Wind”) succeeded, then a second attack, Operation Zahnarzt (“Dentist”) would be launched towards Luneville and Metz, again separating the Third and Seventh Armies.


  Accordingly, General Johannes Blaskowitz was sent to replace General Balck at Army Group G and prepare for the new offensive. Two rehabilitated panzer or panzergrenadier divisions were to be sent to form the core of the new attack. While troops and equipment were assembled from all over Germany, the leadership continued to debate the direction and objectives of the attack. Several routes were considered, each of which could achieve different results if adopted. Terrain, weather conditions, Allied air power and other factors resulted in two plans being finalized. One envisioned a thrust southeast of Saarbrucken along the Sarre River Valley and the Saverne Gap. A shortage of armor and the open terrain, threatening a strong Allied air power reaction, hindered this proposal. A second option was a thrust from the Bitche sector in the Vosges, bypassing much of the now American-occupied Maginot Line defenses, and attacking between the two Seventh Army corps, thereby splitting that army. The ultimate objective here was again the Saverne Gap and the Sarre River Valley. This plan involved difficult terrain, weather and poor roads, but the generally forested area would diminish Allied air reaction, provide covered assembly areas and was believed to be weakly defended. Both plans assumed the support of Army Group G by Army Group Oberrhein.


  As so often occurred, the result was a compromise. Hitler, Field Marshal von Rundstedt and General Blaskowitz agreed that an armored and an infantry division would attack the American Sarre River Valley defenses. Four other infantry divisions would attack from the Bitche area and advance southwest through the Vosges Mountains. Two strong panzer divisions would be held in reserve. Hitler required, however, that this reserve be held around Saarbrucken, expecting that the main effort would take place in the Sarre River Valley. But Blaskowitz’s request that Army Group Oberrhein provide support and be placed under Army Group G’s tactical direction was denied. Another of his requests, to delay the start date pending the arrival of additional troops and equipment, was also denied. Hitler did agree that Reichsführer Himmler’s Army Group Oberrhein would launch supporting attacks north and south of Strasbourg, but only after the main effort in the Sarre River Valley had been successful. Hitler also believed speed to be essential, and set the start date for Operation Nordwind as New Year’s Eve, 1944.


  


  Once again concerns at SHAEF headquarters impacted 6th Army Group’s operations. After issuing his orders to go on the defensive and to be prepared to surrender ground to any German offensive, General Eisenhower became increasingly concerned about intelligence reports of another German build-up of forces in the sector opposite Seventh Army. Still deeply embroiled in the Ardennes Offensive, Eisenhower called for another meeting with General Devers. In Paris on December 27th Eisenhower stressed his earlier directive’s instructions which required Devers to have Brooks’ VI Corps withdraw out of what was known as the “Lauterbourg salient” as soon as it could be arranged.


  Devers was less convinced than Eisenhower that a major attack was coming, but if it did, he believed that it would come down the Sarre River Valley, which was in fact what the Germans were planning. Since this attack would come north of the Lauterbourg salient, there was no urgency in Devers’ mind to begin the withdrawal of VI Corps. More importantly, for some unclear reason, Devers came away from the Paris meeting convinced that he was to hold the city of Strasbourg and other major towns within his Seventh Army’s zone.


  In order to accomplish his orders from Eisenhower, Devers ordered General Patch to have VI Corps prepare three intermediate withdrawal positions, but specified that these were only to be occupied “in the face of a heavy attack.” A final defensive line on the east slopes of the Vosges Mountains, as directed by Eisenhower, was also to be established. Despite these preparations Devers felt no urgency to implement any withdrawals. No execution order for a withdrawal to any of these lines was issued by 6th Army Group headquarters. About the only preparations Devers executed was to transfer Leclerc’s 2nd French Armored Division back to Patch’s Seventh Army. Even this was in response to an alert that an armored division from Seventh Army might be transferred north.


  Pressure from SHAEF continued to insist that a withdrawal be made immediately. Apparently SHAEF had become uncertain about its intelligence capabilities given the recent major failure to predict the Ardennes Offensive. General Eisenhower’s messages now wanted an immediate withdrawal, without waiting for any enemy attack. In addition to fears the Seventh Army might be trapped against the Vosges Mountains, or that a pincer attack from the Saverne Gap and Colmar would separate the VI Corps and annihilate it, Eisenhower also indicated that the shorter defensive line at the foot of the Vosges Mountains would allow him to withdraw reinforcements from Seventh Army to the north if it became necessary.


  General Devers remained reluctant to withdraw in the face of no identified threat. Patton, who apparently monitored the debate, favored Devers, feeling that it was naturally difficult for a commander to give up hard won ground when you are confident that it can be held with the forces available to you. Inevitably Eisenhower’s temper got the better of him, and his Chief of Staff, Major General Walter Bedell Smith, called Devers on New Year’s Day, expressing Eisenhower’s displeasure at the delay in withdrawing. Smith ordered Devers to issue the necessary orders for withdrawal immediately.


  It was at this time that another American-French dispute arose. This was more political than military, but nevertheless threatened to seriously affect military operations within 6th Army Group. On December 28th General de Gaulle learned of the planned withdrawal of Seventh Army from the northern Alsatian plains. In a predictable reaction, he objected strenuously to any such withdrawal. He ordered his Chief of Staff at the Ministry of National Defense, the respected General Alphonse Juin, to send a strong protest to SHAEF. Included within the protest was an offer for three French Forces of the Interior Divisions to help defend Strasbourg if that became necessary. General de Gaulle restated his position on January 1, 1945, adding that while it might be necessary to evacuate the Lauterbourg salient, Strasbourg must be defended at all costs. Although political reasons predominated, a military reason was offered for the defense of the city. Strasbourg could be used to anchor a defensive line running east to west along the Rhine-Marne Canal, thus making a further withdrawal unnecessary. In conclusion, General de Gaulle stated that the French Army would defend Strasbourg “no matter what comes.” Even as these messages were sent, another was dispatched to General de Lattre which instructed him that in the event of an American withdrawal, he was to move his First French Army to the defense of Strasbourg. The following day, January 2, 1945, General Juin threatened to withdraw the entire First French Army from SHAEF’s command. That same day de Lattre began planning to withdraw General Guillaume’s 3rd Algerian Division from the Colmar perimeter for use at Strasbourg.


  The details of the so-called “Strasbourg Controversy” have been well related elsewhere.⁶ But while the Allied commanders feuded, the Germans continued to prepare. In the final days of December 1944, First Army withdrew the designated assault divisions from its front line. The remaining divisions stretched their sectors to cover their elongated fronts. Many miscellaneous units, including fortress battalions and Volkssturm militia units were introduced into the front lines. Signal deception programs, to conceal the move of the assault divisions, were instituted. Available supplies, equipment and reinforcements were merged into the assault units’ organization.


  


  The primary assault force was General Max Simon’s XIII SS Corps. It consisted of the 17th SS Panzergrenadier (“Gotz von Berlichingen”) Division, the 36th Volksgrenadier Division, the 404th and 410th Volks Werfer (Rocket-Launcher) Brigade, two armored flame thrower companies, two army artillery battalions and an observation battalion.⁷ This assault force faced the U.S. VI Corps in the Sarre River Valley. At Bitche the attackers were General Petersen’s XC Corps, on the west flank, with the reinforced 559th and 257th Volksgrenadier Divisions. To the east General Hoehne’s LXXXIX Corps with the 361st and 256th Volksgrenadier Divisions would lead the attack. Both of these latter corps had available additional self-propelled guns, assault guns and artillery battalions. The experienced 6th SS Mountain Division was due to arrive from Finland and join early in the attack. Army Group G held Lieutenant General Karl Decker’s XXXIX Panzer Corps, with the refreshed 21st Panzer and 25th Panzergrenadier Divisions, in reserve.


  German patrols regularly penetrated the thinly held American lines, bringing back prisoners who corroborated intelligence reports that the American lines could be easily pierced.⁸ Anticipating victory, Field Marshal von Rundstedt’s headquarters began to assemble a follow-up force to execute Operation Zahnarzt, using the 10th SS Panzer Division and the 7th Parachute Division, with reinforcements, just behind the lines of the First Army. Throughout, the preparations were hurried, as the Germans realized that, as they believed, a weakened Seventh Army could soon be reinforced as the Ardennes battle wound down. In order to impress the urgency of success, the division commanders of the assault divisions were bused to Hitler’s field headquarters on December 28th for a speech on the importance of their attack. Stressed in his speech was that the objective of the coming attack was not to gain ground, improve defenses, nor to gain prestige, but instead to destroy American combat power, the U.S. G.I., so as to cripple the Western Allies while Germany used the time gained to turn additional forces against Russia.


  Meanwhile across the front lines those Americans were busy converting from offense to defense. The need to cover former Third Army territory extended Seventh Army’s zone to a total of 126 miles, from Saarbrucken to above Colmar along the Rhine. Only six infantry divisions were available to cover this ground, which meant that theoretically each division covered 20 miles of front, each regiment six miles, and each battalion two miles. The two armored divisions were held in reserve.⁹ General Patch used the Low Vosges as the dividing line between his two active corps and placed his headquarters at Saverne, directly behind the center of his army.


  Before Seventh Army could implement the new dispositions, new orders came from SHAEF. A SHAEF reserve was to be established, and the units to be included in it were to come from Seventh Army. As a result General Patch designated the 12th Armored Division and 36th Infantry Division as the reserve component. This left Seventh Army with lines that were stretched paper thin. It was this last order which prompted Devers to recall General Leclerc’s 2nd French Armored Division to Seventh Army. Three new divisions which had just recently arrived in Southern France, the 42nd, 63rd and 70th Infantry Divisions, were ordered to rush forward. These units had barely unloaded when their infantry elements, with minimal support attachments, were hurried to join Seventh Army. Most of their normal artillery, armor, engineer and other support were left behind. Each group was commanded by the assistant division commander of the appropriate division.


  The 42nd Infantry Division contingent became Task Force Linden, after Brigadier General Henry H. Linden. Those from the 63rd Infantry Division were now Task Force Harris after Brigadier General Frederick M. Harris, and the men from the 70th Infantry Division became Task Force Herren, after Brigadier General Thomas W. Herren.¹⁰ These inexperienced forces General Patch initially placed along the Rhine River line, expecting no major attack from that direction. Two regiments of Task Force Harris (63rd Infantry Division) were soon moved into the Sarre River Valley, along with the 2nd French Armored Division, to reinforce General Haislip’s XV Corps. A further ad hoc task force, Task Force Hudelson, covered a gap between the 100th Infantry and 45th Infantry Divisions in the center of Seventh Army’s line. Consisting of two cavalry squadrons and a detached armored infantry battalion with supporting elements, this unit screened the army front. The 14th Armored Division, less elements assigned to Task Force Hudelson, was held in reserve behind VI Corps. Finally, although assigned to SHAEF reserve, the 12th Armored and 36th Infantry Divisions remained behind Seventh Army near Sarrebourg.


  Both Generals Devers and Patch expected the Germans to move through the Sarre River Valley, but could not be sure of the direction nor the strength of the coming attack. In order to be out of the way should withdrawal become necessary, General Devers moved his headquarters back 40 miles to Luneville. Despite Patch’s need for infantry to cover his elongated front, Devers left the 3rd Infantry Division with General de Lattre. He even added a regiment from Task Force Harris to the 3rd Infantry Division. Clearly Devers remained optimistic that when the attack did come, 6th Army Group would be able to defeat it. He had no intention of voluntarily surrendering any of the hard-won ground his troops had seized in the past difficult months.


  Intelligence about a coming major counterattack was passed down to the front line soldier. Preparations for defense continued. In some cases, notably the 45th Infantry Division, the unit had not held a defensive perimeter for more than a year, the last time being at Anzio in Italy. Nevertheless trenches were dug, foxholes prepared, frozen ground penetrated, fields of fire planned and cleared, minefields, barbed wire and obstacles constructed. Artillery plotted fields of fire, as did company and battalion mortar squads. Communications were established and supplies stocked in the rear. New replacements, culled from support units, were integrated into their new squads, platoons and companies. Contingency plans were prepared and distributed. Aggressive patrols and the occasional raid against enemy positions kept the Americans informed about the Germans opposing them.


  Intelligence and patrols had identified the 21st Panzer Division, the 17th SS Panzer Grenadier Division and the 25th Panzergrenadier Division around the Zweibruecken area, ten miles behind the Sarre River line. Patrols reported the presence of nine other German infantry divisions along the front lines of Seventh Army. The army’s Intelligence Officer, Colonel William W. Quinn, believed that the strength opposing Seventh Army amounted to the equal of about 25 American infantry battalions. The size and power of the German armored force remained a mystery, however. Colonel Quinn estimated that they faced either an armored thrust down the Sarre River Valley or a series of local limited objective attacks all along the front. His estimate was opposed by Major Donald S. Bussey, who served as Seventh Army’s ULTRA Officer, the highly secret intercept system which often read German high-level communications. Bussey believed that Seventh Army faced a major attack in the Sarre River Valley led by armor.


  The final decision rested with General Patch, who after studying all available intelligence, decided that the main enemy attack would indeed come in the Sarre River Valley. This was his worst fear, since a successful attack there would split his force, leaving General Brooks and his VI Corps stranded and exposed on the open Alsatian Plain. Remembering the counterattack of the Panzer Lehr Division back in November, in that same area, General Patch knew that the Germans considered this a viable attack route for armor. With Devers’ approval, Patch set about continuing to build up his forces west of the Low Vosges and ordered only a limited withdrawal by Brooks from the exposed Lauterbourg salient. The VI Corps’ new line of defense ran east to west from Bitche to Strasbourg. This, coincidentally, was the defensive line suggested by General de Gaulle. As New Year’s approached, Devers authorized Patch to use elements of the SHAEF reserve behind Seventh Army, if he felt the need. These could be used to man a secondary line of defense behind XV Corps. General Patch, on December 31, ordered Major General Smith to move his 12th Armored Division up to Phalsbourg, directly behind XV Corps, where it could provide immediate reinforcements.


  New Year’s Eve was a Sunday, and General Patch called for a conference with his corps commanders Brooks and Haislip. He warned them to expect an early morning attack. Air reconnaissance had reported several German troop movements all across the northern front of Seventh Army. Planned festivities for the New Year were to be postponed. General Haislip was informed that Generals Patch and Devers expected XV Corps to bear the initial brunt of any German offensive, but expressed confidence that American forces were equal to the task. As the conference broke up late that afternoon, a new snowfall began.


  


  One of the first Americans to actually see the emerging German attack was Sergeant Luther Otts of the 44th Infantry Division. Shortly after the division’s 114th Infantry Regiment suffered the unusual event of a German air attack on its troops, Sergeant Ott was leading a patrol through the snow. As he came to the top of a small hill he was astonished to see what he later recorded as “… the biggest swarm of Krauts I’d ever seen in my life! They were all in white, moving in kind of triangle formation, with the base of the triangle heading right for my company.”¹¹ Sergeant Otts, despite being directly in the path of the advancing enemy troops, took the time to warn his company commander, Captain Robert Sindenberg, before he and his patrol took off running for friendly lines.


  The German attack quickly developed against the 44th Infantry Division. The New Jersey National Guard-based 114th Infantry took the brunt of the assault on the division’s left flank.¹² Here the Germans wanted a bridgehead across the Blies River, and fought hard for it, but with strong artillery support the Americans beat them back. The draftee-filled 324th Infantry Regiment, holding the center, was hit equally hard, repelling German attempts to cross the river three times that first day. But the most severe threat came against the left where the New York National Guard-based 71st Infantry held the line. Here the strongest German assault force came storming out of the fog screaming “Die Yankee bastard,” and “Come and fight Yankee gangsters,” leading the Americans to believe that they were drunk or drugged. But the ferocity of the attack did breach the line of the 71st Infantry. Near the town of Rimling a battalion of the regiment was forced to withdraw about half a mile.¹³ An attempt by the 3rd Battalion to recover the lost positions failed. Other Germans got behind the 1st Battalion and took up positions in a forest. The fighting went on into the darkness.


  Over the next few days the division would seal off the German penetrations and dig in once again. Most dangerous of all, however, was that contact with the neighboring 100th “Century” Infantry Division was in danger of being lost.


  The German attacks had begun slightly early. As the men of Task Force Herren waited tensely in the cold and darkness, that tension was suddenly broken by a trip flare that burst in front of an outpost north of Philippsbourg. It was exactly 10 minutes before midnight. “The flare lighted a fearsome scene. Only 50 yards away, a German patrol was crawling toward the Americans. Wearing white cloaks that blended into the ground in snow that was falling quite heavily in 3-below temperature, they pulled their weapons from inside their camouflage garments and opened fire.”¹⁴ Operation Nordwind had begun.


  Snowfall had delayed some of the German units from getting into position on time, but the delays were minor. Many American soldiers later reported that the German soldiers they faced that night were drunk, screaming and shouting as they advanced into the American fields of fire. The Seventh Army’s Chief of Staff, Brigadier General Arthur White, wrote in his personal diary that “German offensive began on 7th Army front about 0030am. Krauts were howling drunk. Murdered them.”¹⁵


  The Americans were facing General Petersen’s XC Corps, striking south in the Sarre River Valley, while alongside, General Hoehne’s LXXXIX Corps pushed through the woods of the Low Vosges in a southerly direction as well. General Petersen’s men struck the fronts of the 44th and 100th Infantry Divisions, who were expecting them. General Patch, as seen, expected this axis of attack and had reinforced General Haislip’s XV Corps with three infantry divisions plus Task Force Harris (63rd Infantry Division). Directly behind XV Corps Patch had also placed the SHAEF reserve force, the two armored divisions, and directed the arriving 2nd French Armored Division there as well.


  The main German assault force, known as Sturmgruppe 1, consisted of the 17th SS Panzergrenadier Division and the 19th and 36th Volksgrenadier Divisions. They hit the well-prepared defenses of the Americans and were stopped with heavy losses. Continued pressure on the 44th Infantry Division resulted in the minor penetrations at Rimling and Achen, but in all other sectors the Germans were stopped in their tracks. Attempts by the Germans to bring up armored support largely failed due to poor road conditions and miserable weather.


  These battles were hard fought on both sides. Company I, 71st Infantry, 44th Infantry Division, was posted near Woelfling, France, on New Year’s Day as the attack came in. Hit by strong forces from the 17th SS Panzergrenadier Division, a small penetration opened within Company I’s left flank. A Canadian-born soldier, Sergeant Charles A. MacGillivary, led his squad through the darkness to close this dangerous gap. As they approached the area they discovered German soldiers digging defensive positions in the area. As he reported this to his company commander, Sergeant MacGillivary and his squad came under heavy enemy machine gun fire. This fire stopped his squad’s advance, trapping them in a gully. With no apparent route of escape, some of the men mentioned the possibility of surrender. Aware of the need to eliminate the enemy penetration and refusing to surrender, MacGillivary volunteered to knock out one particularly dangerous enemy gun. His attack would be a diversion to allow a neighboring company to get into position to launch a counterattack. Circling through the woods and deep snow, MacGillivary worked his way to within three feet of the enemy gun, tossed grenades and shot the gunners, forcing the others to withdraw. Later that same day Sergeant MacGillivary identified six enemy machine guns holding up the advance of his company. When his unit was pinned down under enemy fire, he again volunteered to go on a lone mission to knock out the enemy guns. Taking advantage of any cover available, MacGillivary stalked the enemy and reached a position from which he knocked out one of the hostile guns with a grenade. He picked up a discarded submachine gun and continued his lone attack to within ten yards of the next machine gun. Approaching the enemy, gunners spotted him and swung their gun to cut him down. Before they could open fire he jumped into their position and eliminated the crew with several bursts from his submachine gun. Without pause, Sergeant MacGillivary turned to the next enemy gun position, crawling or rushing from tree to tree, until he was close enough to throw another grenade and then rush the surviving defenders with his submachine gun. He then returned to his squad for more ammunition, and renewed his assault on the remaining three enemy gun positions. Each one he destroyed in turn, charging the enemy fully exposed, tossing grenades and firing his weapon. Although he managed to eliminate the German gun crews, he was himself seriously wounded in this last action, a wounded German gunner returning to his weapon and firing a burst which tore off Sergeant MacGillivary’s left arm. “When you’re hit by bullets,” he later remarked, “it’s like a burn, as if you’ve been hit by a red-hot poker. To cool it off, I kept jamming the stump into the snow. When the medics finally got to me, they found a red cake of ice frozen to my arm.”¹⁶ For his personal initiative and disregard for his personal safety, Sergeant Charles A. MacGillivary received a Medal of Honor.¹⁷


  Within three days the attack of Sturmgruppe 1 had failed, halted by a strong American defense. But further east, Sturmgruppe 2 enjoyed more success. The four infantry divisions of Sturmgruppe 2¹⁸ attacked out of the Bitche area. Striking into a terrain that was both mountainous and forested, they struck a weak point in the American defenses. Only Task Force Hudelson guarded this area, as General Patch did not believe it an adequate area for a German counterattack, although he had recently ordered elements of the 70th Infantry Division to relieve them.


  The reinforced Cavalry Squadrons were no match for four German divisions. The weak and widely dispersed defenses soon fell prey to the German attack, although because they had been prohibited from a preattack reconnaissance, many German units became lost and confused as they advanced into the unfamiliar terrain. Only the 361st Volksgrenadier Division, which had retreated through the area a few weeks before, continued to make good progress. The 117th Cavalry Reconnaissance Squadron was virtually surrounded at Mouterhouse. The 94th Cavalry Reconnaissance was nowhere to be found. Much of the 62nd Armored Infantry Battalion had to break up into small groups, abandoning their vehicles, to escape. Even the supporting artillery soon found itself under close range small-arms fire. Over the next four days LXXXIX Corps advanced some ten miles into the rear of the Americans. This advance threatened to sever the connection between Task Force Hudelson and the Century Division, much as the same threat existed on the other flank where the 44th Infantry Division continued to fight hard to retain its contact with the 100th Infantry Division.


  Colonel Hudelson did what he could to stem the onrushing tide. He committed his last reserves, Company A, 125th Armored Engineer Battalion, and the 19th Armored Infantry Battalion. Despite their best efforts the German attack rolled forward. One squad of engineers was ambushed while attacking and their armored half-track destroyed. Sergeant William Godfrey found himself wounded and pinned under the vehicle. German troops came up and stripped Godfrey and his dead squad mates of their clothes, weapons and possessions. Then he heard them nearby digging defensive positions. Locating his trench knife, he managed to dig himself out from under the half-track and escape back to friendly lines, naked but alive.¹⁹ Even local civilians turned against the retreating Americans. In one village, according to the history of the 14th Armored Division, a French woman who had earlier appeared quite friendly toward the Americans was discovered to be sniping at the retreating GIs. Someone solved this issue with a heavy caliber machine gun.


  This enemy success alerted General Brooks and his VI Corps that they needed to address this threat to their flank. General Brooks immediately began to shift forces to cover the gap opened in Task Force Hudelson. His plan was to block the various exits out of the mountains along the Moder River by sending infantry regiments, taken from other sectors of the front, to block those passes. The result was a mix of regiments from different divisions working together to close the gaps and establish a new line. Two regiments from the 45th Infantry Division, a regiment of Task Force Herren (70th Infantry Division) and a regiment from the 79th Infantry Division were all thrust into the Low Vosges. In order to better coordinate and control this polyglot force, General Robert T. Frederick, now commanding the 45th Infantry Division, was placed in command. In an instant, General Frederick went from commanding three experienced infantry regiments to commanding eight regiments,²⁰ half of which had no combat experience.²¹


  General Haislip’s three divisions immediately began a series of counterattacks to reduce and eliminate the minor penetrations made by Sturmgruppe 1. Assisted by the 2nd French Armored Division, constant attacks were launched by the 44th, 63rd and 100th Infantry Divisions. These soon convinced the German command that the attack in this area had failed, and it was formally called off on January 4. The obvious failure of the attack had been so clear that Hitler and General Blaskowitz had not even attempted to throw in the German armored reserve force waiting behind their lines. Instead, they looked elsewhere.


  


  The German success in front of Bitche was largely the result of the belief by General Devers and General Patch that the terrain in that area would not support such an attack. Rough roads, heavy snow, difficult terrain and the lack of any pre-assault reconnaissance or artillery preparation combined with thick fog and mountainous terrain to make it seem that the zone was incompatible with a strong counterattack. As a result this area was weakly held. Colonel D.H. Hudelson’s 94th and 117th Cavalry Squadrons, equipped with jeeps, lightly armored half-tracks and cars, were no match for a single German division, let alone three of them. Even their reinforcements, the 62nd Armored Infantry Battalion, armored engineers and a tank destroyer company, did not make up sufficient power to equalize the struggle.²² Colonel Hudelson had established a series of outposts on the mountain roads that entered his sector from the east and west. Small patrols and checkpoints supplemented the outposts. Colonel Hudelson had been ordered not to stop a major attack, something he obviously could not do with the resources at hand, but instead to delay and channel that attack until the arrival of reinforcements. Unfortunately, as described earlier, those reinforcements were sent in just a little too late for Task Force Hudelson.


  One of these reinforcements was the 275th Infantry Regiment of the 70th Infantry Division, or Task Force Herren. Typical of the orphan infantry regiments now in Seventh Army, this unit had shipped out of the United States, arrived in southern France in mid-December, and spent their Christmas on cattle cars bound for the Seventh Army in Alsace. After a few days of getting settled, they were put on the front lines along the Rhine River, facing German concrete defenses across that river. Then, suddenly, on January 1st they were rushed to Task Force Hudelson and attached to the 45th Infantry Division, replacing the 157th Infantry Regiment of that unit. Colonel David Hudelson, leader of the Task Force, confident that his sector was relatively secure, ordered his reinforcements into the line. Replaced along the Rhine by a Task Force Harris regiment, the new soldiers rode trucks up to their newly assigned area.


  Assembling east of Hagenau, the regiment spent the night amid blasting artillery guns supporting the Task Force and 45th Infantry Division. The next morning Major William K. Shepherd led his 3rd Battalion, 275th Infantry, forward to establish positions blocking a defile at Philipsbourg. The rest of the regiment moved up to block a similar defile near Baerenthal. For the next week the regiment would battle to keep those two defiles from the Germans.²³


  Hit early on January 1, 1945 by the power of the 559th, 257th, 361st and 256th Volksgrenadier Divisions, there was little Colonel Hudelson could do to accomplish his mission. The enemy’s advance elements easily penetrated his porous line of outposts, bypassing strongly defended points and confusing the road-bound American units. Withdrawal became a matter of ambush after ambush, with the Americans restricted to the roads due to heavy snow and ice, which made even the roads difficult to traverse. Local counterattacks were hampered by the heavy snow, which made his vehicles largely useless.


  The sudden gap between Task Force Hudelson and the 100th Infantry Division, to its left, had to be quickly addressed. The response was to place a regiment from Task Force Harris (63rd Infantry Division) in the gap, soon supported by the 141st Infantry Regiment of the 36th Infantry Division. Aided by elements of the 14th Armored Division, this new refused line channeled the German advance away from the critical Sarre River Valley and kept it moving to the south and east. On the other flank, as mentioned earlier, General Brooks was shifting infantry regiments across his front to plug the other side of the developing gap. Here, too, combat engineers of the 36th Engineer (Combat) Regiment and elements of the 14th Armored Division backstopped the front line defenses.


  Like the struggles fought days earlier, the fighting continued to be intense. Near Rimling, France, site of one of the first German penetrations, Technical Sergeant Charles F. Carey, Jr., found himself in command of an antitank platoon when some 200 enemy infantry supported by a dozen tanks attacked his battalion of the 379th Infantry, 100th Infantry Division. The non-commissioned officer from Cheyenne, Wyoming, watched as his battalion’s position was partially overrun by the enemy, destroying his guns. Acting on his own initiative, Carey organized a combat patrol and rescued two other squads from German fire. After evacuating the wounded men, he organized a second patrol and led it against an enemy-held house from which a devastating fire was emanating. Covered by small-arms fire from his men, Technical Sergeant Carey advanced to the house, killed two enemy snipers with his rifle and threw a grenade into the house. After the blast he entered the house alone and emerged a few moments later with 16 enemy prisoners. From information provided by Carey another 41 Germans were soon captured in neighboring houses. Undeterred by continuing enemy fire, Carey organized a third patrol and led it against an enemy tank firing on his battalion. He led his men to within a few yards of the tank and damaged it with an antitank rocket. As the crew attempted to leave the burning vehicle he shot them with his rifle, killing three and wounding a fourth. The following morning, January 9th, a German force moved back into the town and surrounded a squad that Carey had posted in a house. Four of the men had escaped into the attic, but were trapped there. By manhandling an old staircase to the side of the house, Carey was able to rescue these men. Soon thereafter, Carey was moving forward to check on an outpost when he was killed by an enemy sniper. For his personal leadership and gallantry on January 8–9, 1945, Technical Sergeant Charles F. Carey Jr. was awarded a posthumous Medal of Honor.²⁴


  The winter battle soon turned into a bitter struggle for every hamlet and village. A town not only controlled the roads in the area, but could provide warmth and shelter for the frozen infantrymen during the long winter nights. As the Americans began to organize a defense around places like Lemberg, Wingen, Reipertswill and Philippsbourg, the German advance slowed. But General Blaskowitz remained convinced that more could be accomplished, and together with General von Obstfelder, commanding First Army, he began introducing the newly arrived 6th SS Mountain Division (“Nord”) into the battle. This was an experienced unit, with years of fighting on the Russian front behind it, and particularly trained for mountain and winter warfare. At full strength, it began to deploy its forward units as early as January 2, 1945. Soon thereafter a new German drive south began.


  


  Even during the brief lulls that occasionally occurred in the midst of battle, some units had to fight for their lives. One such group from the 14th Armored Division was near Philippsbourg on January 3, 1945. A German combined armored-infantry force struck Battery C, 499th Armored Field Artillery Battalion, and pushed it back. One of the men who became separated from the unit during this fight was Private First Class George B. Turner.


  Pfc Turner was unique in several ways. He had served in World War I in the United States Marine Corps but had been on his way to France when that war ended. Leaving the Marine Corps he joined his family, who had moved from Texas to Los Angeles, California, while he was away. Between the wars he enjoyed a good civilian career as a law office administrator, but always regretted his inability to serve in combat. When Europe went to war in 1939 he tried twice to enlist in the Canadian Army. When the United States entered World War II he awaited his draft notice and this time went into the Army, at the age of 42. The average age of an American soldier during the war was mid-twenties. Just as he left for Fort MacArthur, California, he married his long-time girlfriend, and then went off to experience the war he had missed 25 years earlier.


  Private First Class Turner was assigned to Battery C, 499th Armored Field Artillery Battalion, 14th Armored Division. Still anxious to see combat he volunteered for the most dangerous job in the battery, that of forward observer. He soon found himself as a machine gunner on an armored half-track in a forward observer party. Repeatedly advised to go to Officer Candidate School, Turner just as repeatedly declined. He did not want to be left out of this war.


  Once in France, Turner quickly distinguished himself, earning a Bronze Star in November 1944, for maintaining a dangerous forward observation post despite being under intense enemy fire. But on January 3, 1945, his battery was in support of elements of the 42nd Infantry Division near Philippsbourg when the enemy attack separated him from his comrades. Undeterred, Private First Class Turner picked up a wounded man’s rifle and went looking for an infantry unit. He quickly found himself with a rifle company fighting off two German tanks and some four score infantry. Seeing an abandoned rocket launcher he advanced under intense smallarms and tank fire to meet the oncoming tanks. Standing in the middle of the town’s main street, fully exposed to the enemy fire, he fired his rockets, knocking out one enemy tank and disabling the second. Moving to a nearby half-track he removed its machine gun, moved again into the open street, set up the gun and began firing at the onrushing enemy infantry. His actions broke up the enemy attack.


  Still not satisfied, he participated in the American counterattack, firing his machine gun from the hip as he advanced. When two American light tanks supporting the attack were knocked out by enemy fire, Private First Class Turner placed himself in a position to cover the withdrawal of the tank crews. When advised that one crewmember remained trapped in one of the tanks, he rushed to the burning vehicle and attempted to rescue the man. A sudden explosion of the tank’s gasoline and ammunition threw him from the tank with painful wounds. Refusing medical treatment or evacuation, he remained for another day with his adopted infantry outfit, driving off an enemy patrol and helping to capture the enemy strongpoint which blocked a medical evacuation route. Only then, after having had his war, did Turner report to the battalion aid station. For his conduct on January 3, 1945, 45-year-old Private First Class George B. Turner received a Medal of Honor.²⁵


  As before, the German attacks were directed at the vital villages. One of the first of the renewed battles took place at the towns of Wingen-sur-Moder and Wimmenau. The SS-Gebirgsregiment (“Mountain Regiment”) 12 passed through the 257th Volksgrenadier Division and attacked these towns, held by the 179th Infantry Regiment, 45th Infantry Division. Bitter fighting ensued, with the Americans thinking that only a small force of Germans had seized the towns. In fact, some 725 fresh and experienced German mountain troops held the towns. Two battalions had captured Wingen-Sur-Moder by infiltrating between American front line units. A battalion command post of the 179th Infantry was overrun and captured. Companies of the 45th Infantry (“Thunderbirds”) Division counterattacked but fought for days before the Germans could be overcome. It proved to be the farthest enemy penetration of the American defenses during Operation Nordwind. Only 205 out of the original 800-man assault force returned to German lines, and then only when they were ordered to withdraw.


  At Wingen, which had been seized by the 45th U.S. Infantry Division on December 14th, the SS Mountain Troopers were forced to attack without their usual heavy artillery, mortars and heavy weapons, without even steel helmets which were still en route. Infiltrating through the nearby forests they came upon the town in the dark, using signal pistols to frighten the novice Americans holding the area. Reinforcements who rushed up to hold the town would spend the next three days fighting desperately to do just that, in the course of which the 2nd Battalion, 274th Infantry Regiment, 70th Infantry Division, would earn a Presidential Unit Citation.²⁶


  This new attack continued to hit the waiting men of the 45th and 79th Infantry Divisions. Reinforced with battalions from Task Force Herren and the 540th Engineer Regiment serving as infantry, the essential exits from the Vosges remained blocked. The more the Germans pushed forward, the more overextended their lines of supply and communication became. General Patch saw an opportunity and decided to move the unengaged 103rd Infantry Division from the western wing of the XV Corps over to the east where Task Force Herren was approaching exhaustion. Once in place, the “Cactus” Division would begin a counterattack against what was believed to be a weakening German force. Elements of the 36th Infantry Division and the new XXI U.S. Corps, commanding a miscellaneous collection of units, would take over the Task Force Herren front.


  Not unaware of their weakness, the German command had ordered the 36th Volksgrenadier Division from the XIII SS Corps at Sarre over to the Vosges front to reinforce LXXXIX Corps. But the Americans moved faster, and as early as January 5th the German offensive seemed to be coming to a standstill. With the Americans still in control of the Saverne Gap and still blocking all exits from the Vosges Mountains, as well as the road networks on either side of those mountains, Hitler refused to release the armored reserve force. Operation Nordwind stalled. Although both sides retained a strong armored reserve, for the moment there was not sufficient opportunity to employ either.


  


  Post-battle assessments by both sides determined that the reasons for the German failure were the hasty planning and execution, poor low- and midlevel leadership due to attrition, and the failure to timely commit the armor due to poor road and weather conditions.²⁷ In some cases the Germans’ own demolitions carried out during their retreat through the area earlier in December had worked against them. Artillery support by the Germans was also inadequate and uncoordinated. The ability of the Americans to maintain their blocks on the mountain passes exiting the Vosges was a key factor in the failure of the eastern attack force. The failure of Army Group Oberrhein to launch diversionary attacks from Colmar further decreased the Germans’ chance of success.


  Although successful, the American defense was beset with problems. General Eisenhower’s repeated orders to withdraw in the face of the attack caused severe strain between SHAEF and 6th Army Group. Such a withdrawal would have abandoned all of Alsace, won at such high cost, and left the rear and flank of the First French Army exposed to German attack. Most of the defensible Rhine River front would have also been surrendered, and the Sarre River Valley would have been exposed to German artillery fire down most of its length. Even when it became clear that the German offensive was well west of the Lauterbourg Salient, the orders to withdraw stood.


  


  This situation caused grave concern to General Devers. Eisenhower’s orders to withdraw remained in place, even as Seventh Army was holding against the German counteroffensive. On January 1, 1945, he advised General Juin’s emissary at 6th Army Group that he had been ordered to withdraw to the Vosges, relinquishing Strasbourg back to the Germans. At the same time, he requested SHAEF to make clear its desires with respect to a withdrawal. The following day General de Gaulle read General Juin’s report and sent an order to General de Lattre’s headquarters confirming his instructions to defend Strasbourg with or without the Americans. He also sent General Juin directly to SHAEF to argue his position.


  After the significant failure of his intelligence staff to predict the Ardennes counteroffensive, General Eisenhower and his headquarters may have become overly cautious about the remaining strength of the German Army in the West, fearing a similar strong blow in Alsace. Once it became apparent that the Seventh Army had successfully parried that blow, the need for a withdrawal dimmed. Yet SHAEF made no change in orders, and indeed reiterated its earlier orders for a major withdrawal by 6th Army Group. The arguments presented by General Juin, that the French civilian population of Strasbourg faced retaliation by the Germans, and the damage to Franco-American political relations which might result, not to mention the danger to General de Gaulle’s political support should Strasbourg be surrendered without a fight, resulted in appeals to President Roosevelt and Prime Minister Churchill by General de Gaulle.


  Prime Minister Churchill agreed, and urgently called for a meeting attended by the Prime Minister, General de Gaulle and General Eisenhower. As a result of this discussion Eisenhower, urged on by his Chief of Staff, Bedell Smith, suspended the order for 6th Army Group to withdraw, although he remained unhappy about the political pressure put on him by the French.²⁸ With the postponement, eventually cancellation of, the withdrawal order, 6th Army Group was now free to maneuver as the situation demanded. It was just in time, for the Germans were not yet through with their last winter offensive in the West.
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  STRASBOURG, AGAIN


  


  


  Ironically, at about the time that General Eisenhower reversed his decision to abandon Strasbourg, Reichsführer Himmler decided to recapture that city. After the German Army’s failure to take the main Allied supply port of Antwerp with the Ardennes counteroffensive, and then failing again to seize Metz with Operation Nordwind, the commander of Army Group Oberrhein decided to present his Führer with the city of Strasbourg as a consolation prize. The result of this decision was a new series of offensives against 6th Army Group which lasted until the end of January.¹


  Army Group Oberrhein had four corps headquarters available in early January. Lieutenant General Siegfried Rasp’s Nineteenth Army had under command the LXIV and the LXIII Corps. These headquarters, with about eight divisions, were west of the Rhine in the Colmar Pocket. East of the Rhine were the XIV SS and the XVIII SS Corps, along with Wehrkreis V. All of these units would participate to some extent in the new offensive against 6th Army Group.


  The first step was made by General Blaskowitz, who determined that the failure of Operation Nordwind precluded any chance to execute Operation Zahnarzt, which he subsequently cancelled. In the only area where the Germans had made some progress, in front of Bitche, the terrain was unsuitable for armored forces. Instead, General Blaskowitz urged the moving of the main strike force to the east, near Rothbach. Such a route would allow the 21st Panzer Division and the 25th Panzergrenadier Division to break out into open country east of Hagenau. But before any action could be taken on this new plan, Army Group Oberrhein intervened.


  


  


  [image: ]


  


  For days Army Group Oberrhein had been reporting that American forces were leaving the area north of Strasbourg. This in fact was the redeployment of VI Corps forces to contain the German penetrations made during Operation Nordwind. The area had been considered quiet during the last few weeks and left to Task Force Linden (42nd Infantry Division) operating under the command of the 79th Infantry Division. Unknown to the Germans, the 3rd Algerian Infantry Division had been ordered up to the area during the Strasbourg controversy by French command with orders to defend the city. On January 5th they were just arriving to take over control of the northern part of the city.


  Task Force Linden had been stretched thin when Task Force Harris and Task Force Herren had departed to stem the German advance. They covered a marshy front of 42 miles along the Rhine River. Earlier, General Devers had ordered a transfer of responsibility for Strasbourg from VI Corps to the II French Corps. This exchange was to take place on January 6th. Before it could be completed, however, Reichsführer Himmler launched his Operation Sonnenwende (“Winter Solstice”).


  Operation Sonnenwende was Army Group Oberrhein’s contribution to Operation Nordwind. It involved an attack on the right flank of VI Corps by General Otto von dem Bach’s XIV SS Corps, striking for the Rhine at Gambsheim, only ten miles north of Strasbourg. Two days later, General Rasp’s Nineteenth Army was to launch an attack to the south of Strasbourg out of the northern edge of the Colmar Pocket. The plan was a basic pincer attack on Strabsourg from north and south. These attacks posed a direct threat to the VI Corps and the city of Strasbourg. The two attacks would quickly force General Patch to shelve any plans to use the 103rd Infantry Division for his counterattack against First Army.


  The first attack came from the XIV SS Corps, which struck on January 4th. The state of the German war machine at this stage of the war is evidenced in the order of battle of this corps. It consisted of Major General Gerhard Hüther’s 553rd Volksgrenadier Division, which had been all but destroyed in the Saverne Gap in November. Originally ordered to return to Stuttgart to rebuild, it had been diverted back to the Rhine in December and ordered to rebuild while holding the east bank of the river. It contained only one regiment, Grenadier Regiment 1119, which was near full strength and had been built up with troops from training schools. The adjoining 405th Training Division had transferred an ad hoc regiment, Regiment Marbach, and the 2nd SS-Polizei Regiment, to the 553rd Volksgrenadiers. The artillery was also a motley collection of guns scrounged from rear areas, and included captured material from different armies. Using the influence of Himmler’s name, General Bach-Zelewski managed to incorporate an improvised armored formation, Jagdpanzer-Abteilung von Lüttichau, under Captain Hannibal von Lüttichau. This scratch force consisted of a tank company, two companies of tank destroyers and three companies of assault guns.


  Brigadier General Linden had been running daily patrols along the Rhine River’s west bank using his attached 94th Cavalry Reconnaissance Squadron (Mechanized) which was on loan from the 14th Armored Division. They had consistently found no sign of a German attempt to cross the river in their area. It was early on the morning of January 5, 1945, that one such patrol failed to return from its daily reconnaissance. Another patrol of armored cars and half-tracks was sent to discover what had happened to the earlier patrol. They soon returned with disturbing news. The Germans had crossed the Rhine. They had forces at Gambsheim and Herrlisheim, where pro-German citizens welcomed them and helped them with their crossings.


  The initial attack went well for the Germans. Infantry crossed using rubber assault boats and established a bridgehead at Gambsheim early on January 5th. Ferries brought over the heavy vehicles and armor. A perimeter was quickly established around Gambsheim. Once the bridgehead was secured the tanks moved out to the nearby towns of Heerlisheim and Offendorf. These towns were secured with infantry, police and Volksturm units. A regiment of antiaircraft guns was set up on the east bank for air defense. All additional river crossings were made only at night or in fog to avoid Allied air attacks. The bridgehead faced both the Seventh Army on the north and west, and the First French Army on the south and west.


  General Patch was almost immediately aware of the German bridgehead, but at first could do little about it. In fact, for the first few days, no efforts at all other than air attacks were made to defeat the Germans within their bridgehead. General Patch was still concerned with the larger attacks made upon his Seventh Army elsewhere and decided that the new threat could wait. There was also little intelligence on the new bridgehead, and at first it was believed that it was a small and inferior force with little heavy equipment, hence a minor threat to 6th Army Group.


  But within three days Army Group Oberrhein launched Operation Sonnenwende. The attack was carried by the 198th Volksgrenadier Division of Nineteenth Army. Pushing against weak French forces they managed to advance a few miles before being halted by the 1st French Infantry Division and an ad hoc volunteer formation known as Brigade Independente Alsace-Lorraine. Once halted, the attack stalled and accomplished nothing except to extend the already thin German line around the Colmar Pocket. Himmler, frustrated by his failure to capture Strasbourg, now came up with a plan to cut off the VI Corps at Hagenau, using Army Group G, the Gambsheim bridgehead and other forces. His plan was accepted in Berlin and the LXXXIX Corps was ordered to shift its stalled offensive east to the Hagenau sector.


  


  Task Force Linden had no signal, artillery or organic transportation available to it when the Germans struck. Only a few armored vehicles loaned by the 79th Infantry Division were on hand when the Germans forced their Rhine crossing and established their bridgehead. American counterattacks were thus weak and ineffectual. It was at this time that the 6th SS Mountain Division seized Wingen, thereby engaging VI Corps on both flanks. General Brooks had few resources left with which to defeat the enemy on both sides. But General Patch had already begun to move the 103rd Infantry Division to VI Corps and now with Devers’ approval, ordered the 36th Infantry Division to move as well. The uncommitted portion of the 14th Armored Division was alerted to report to Brooks for assignment. Patch also asked General de Lattre to send up what French forces could be spared to Strasbourg, in order to release American forces for the new threats. Finally, Patch ordered the inexperienced 12th Armored Division to report to General Brooks.


  Brooks decided to take on the Gambsheim bridgehead first. He ordered several infantry battalions from the 79th Infantry Division to the area, and sent a Combat Command of the arriving 12th Armored Division to follow. Soon after these orders were issued, the 276th Infantry (TF Herren), aided by a battalion of the 274th Infantry, cleared Wingen of the SS Mountain troops. Fighting on the eastern flank, however, remained stalemated, with the many canals, streams and destroyed bridges hindering the progress of both sides. The situation around Gambsheim, Herrlisheim and Offendorf remained basically unchanged.


  The first major attack occurred on January 8th. Colonel Charles Bromley’s Combat Command B of the 12th Armored Division sent the 56th Armored Infantry Battalion and the 714th Tank Battalion against Herrlisheim in the middle of the German bridgehead. These troops, new to combat, immediately suffered the frustrations of the veteran units which were fighting alongside them. To the “Hellcat Division” the town soon became “Bloody Herrlisheim.” Here they earned another nickname, this one from the Germans, who were soon calling them the “Suicide Division” for their reckless attacks on prepared positions. Originally informed that the German force was a small one, the Americans soon found out differently.


  Operating under command of the 79th Infantry Division, Combat Command B organized its lesser task forces for an assault. To the 56th Armored Infantry Battalion, less its Company C, was attached Company B of the 714th Tank Battalion. Similarly, the 714th Tank Battalion less Company B received Company C, 56th Armored Infantry Battalion to form Task Force Power. Both units attacked at 10:00 a.m. on the morning of January 8th. A coordinated French attack from the south was to begin at the same time, as was an attack by Task Force Linden (42nd Infantry Division) attempting to cross the Landgraben Canal. They were informed that less than a thousand German troops held the town.


  Delayed by the usual terrain obstacles, the attack did not actually start until mid-afternoon. Supported by artillery, mortars and assault guns, the tank-infantry combinations moved into the town. As a platoon from Company C, 56th Armored Infantry reconnoitered a group of buildings known as the “Water Works” they encountered the enemy and rounded up some prisoners, but suffered four killed and several wounded. When the tanks of Company C, 714th Tank Battalion moved forward, they quickly became targets of German artillery and mortar fire. The bridge which led to the Water Works had been destroyed, so the tanks could not follow the infantry forward. The infantry advanced alone while the tanks provided what fire support they could. But darkness soon fell and the tanks had to pull back for the night to rearm and refuel.


  Not everything went the Germans way, however. As Company B, 56th Armored Infantry was digging in for the night at the edge of some flat terrain known as the “Pool Table,” Staff Sergeant (later Second Lieutenant) Charles F. Peischl noticed a group of men walking towards their position. Studying the approaching group, Peischl realized that they were Germans, some 30 of them moving unconcernedly over the open ground carrying machine guns and ammunition. They were chatting amongst themselves and completely oblivious to the Americans. So close were the Germans that Peischl could not yell a warning to his fellow armored infantrymen, but no warning was needed. The sight soon transfixed the Americans until they quickly took up firing positions and waited. Soon Peischl noticed that the leading German was glancing around and readying his weapon, so he immediately opened fire. All of Company B followed suit, and the German force was quickly scattered.


  That night the 56th Armored Infantry Battalion, reinforced with Company L of the 314th Infantry Regiment, 79th Infantry Division, settled in the Water Works. Shortly after three a.m. tanks were heard outside, and German infantry began tossing grenades over the exterior walls. The Americans in turn threw their own grenades while dodging mortar shells hitting the interior courtyard. German tanks soon began shelling the building but because of the exterior wall were unable to lower their guns enough to hit the sheltering Americans. Another tank fired at a crossing where engineers of the 40th Engineer Combat Regiment had begun construction of a Bailey bridge. Private Robert L. Scott of the 56th Battalion’s machine gun platoon volunteered to go after the tank. Advancing through the open areas he fired a bazooka round at the tank, only to hear a failure to fire in the tube. Less than a few yards from the tank, Private Scott thought for sure the Germans had heard the click of the bazooka as it failed to fire. Undaunted, he ran back to the Water Works and obtained a second bazooka. Repeating his earlier efforts, he again reached the tank, fired, and disabled it. He was wounded slightly by a mortar round as he raced back through the Water Works courtyard. A second German tank soon recovered the one disabled by Private Scott.²


  The following morning, when the CCB tanks returned and attempted to again reach the infantrymen at the Water Works, they were picked off “likes ducks in a shooting gallery.” The German tanks and tank destroyers, aided significantly by the antitank guns mounted on the east bank of the Rhine, made quick work of the exposed American armor. The survivors hastily withdrew. Later in the battle several M8 self-propelled guns tried to move up to knock out the German antitank guns, but the leading vehicles crashed through the ice covering the canals and could not be recovered until after dark. The only armor able to reach Herrlisheim were the light tanks of Company D, 714th Tank Battalion. Unable to damage the German defenders, they did prove useful in evacuating wounded infantrymen and bringing up supplies. Finally, on the night of January 10–11 the 56th Armored Infantry had to withdraw.


  


  To the south of General Brooks’ VI Corps, things had gone somewhat better. Here the holding force was the II French Corps, holding the northern edge of the Colmar Pocket perimeter. Because of General Leclerc’s transfer to VI Corps at the end of December, General de Lattre had replaced his 2nd French Armored Division on the north of the Colmar Pocket with the returned 1st French Infantry Division and the 5th French Armored Division. This had been done primarily to allow General de Monsabert to withdraw the 3rd Algerian Infantry Division and send it north to Strasbourg, in accordance with General de Gaulle’s orders. Although the II French Corps lost two divisions, the 2nd French Armored and 3rd Algerian, it had received two to replace them.


  Operation Sonnenwende’s objectives were limited to a triangular zone between the Ill and Rhine Rivers from Selestat to Erstein. The idea was to establish a bridgehead at Rhinau and use this for a starting position for an advance to Molsheim, ten miles further north. The advance would continue until eventually Strasbourg was seized. Neither General Rasp at Nineteenth Army nor General Thumm at LXIV Corps, had very high expectations for this attack, knowing that unless significant reinforcements reached Nineteenth Army, and the Army Group G force took most of the burden of reaching Strasbourg, not much would be accomplished. But with Himmler insisting upon the attack, they did what they could to make it successful.


  General Thumm concentrated most of his forces west of the Rhone-Rhine Canal, hoping that the French forces would fall back if he could quickly take Erstein. A regiment of the 198th Infantry Division and the bulk of the armor attacked on January 7th and did in fact reach Erstein that same afternoon. Having achieved his initial objectives as planned, General Thumm then turned his forces southwest along the Ill River to trap French forces facing the rest of the 198th Infantry Division. Although most of the French forces managed to escape this trap, Thumm had cleared the entire west side of the Ill River by January 11th and secured the west bank of the Rhine as far north as Erstein.³ That, however, formally ended Operation Sonnenwende, on January 13th. Despite original orders from Hitler to continue the attack using the 269th Volksgrenadier Division, those orders were suddenly cancelled and there were no further offensive efforts made from the Colmar Pocket. Within a week the 269th Volksgrenadier Division had been pulled out of Nineteenth Army and sent to the eastern front. A replacement unit, the 2nd Mountain Division, had not yet arrived when the 269th departed, leaving General Thumm with a much larger perimeter to defend but with fewer troops to defend it.


  


  The fourth German assault on 6th Army Group also began on January 7, 1945. This time the Germans struck at the sector which had so concerned General Eisenhower earlier. General Blaskowitz had earlier asked to move his attack to the east, and permission was finally granted from Berlin to commit the panzer reserves. Lieutenant General Karl Decker and his XXXIX Panzer Corps headquarters were sent to control the two armored units. The 245th Volksgrenadier Division would be in support. The German command was convinced that the strong American defense had to have weakened other sectors of their front, presumably around the Lauter River area. Perhaps a quick strike to Saverne was still possible.


  Indeed, those defenses were weak. General Brooks had already withdrawn his VI Corps some five to ten miles back to the American-held portion of the old French Maginot Line, the first of the three planned phase line withdrawals drawn up earlier. Only a few infantry battalions and support troops from the 45th and 79th Infantry Divisions held the zone, reinforced with the 242nd Infantry Regiment of Task Force Linden (42md Infantry Division). Like the opposite flank, here was a jumble of units under the command of General Wyche of the 79th Infantry Division. Included here were most of the 79th Infantry Division, much of Task Force Linden, CCB of the 14th Armored Division and elements of the 3rd Algerian Infantry Division. A random mix of tank, tank destroyer, engineer, cavalry and French units were included. With the unexpected appearance of the 21st Panzer Division and the 25th Panzergrenadier Division, this entire defense line was in great danger.


  This latest assault sent the understrength panzer divisions, known as Kampfgruppe (Battle Group) Feuchtinger, after the commander of the 21st Panzer Division, supported by the 245th Volksgrenadier Division, against the northern shoulder of the Lauterbourg salient. The Germans struck from the Bienwald forest intending to seize several Maginot Line forts by surprise. The opening attacks went well, with the weak Task Force Linden forces easily brushed aside or overwhelmed. But it was not long before the Germans ran into minefields, which slowed their progress. The following day, January 7th, the German attack resumed in a heavy snowstorm.


  Here the attack met the experienced troops of the 79th Infantry (“Cross of Lorraine”) Division. General Ira T. Wyche’s division had been fighting since early June 1944, and was experienced in both offense and defense against the German Army by 1945. General Wyche had anticipated an attack by the enemy somewhere along his front. To meet any eventuality he had organized a reserve unit, Task Force Wahl, which consisted of the 3rd Battalion, 313th Infantry, the 222nd Infantry Regiment from Task Force Linden (42nd Infantry Division), Combat Command A of the 14th Armored Division and the 827th Tank Destroyer Battalion. General Wyche sent this task force to cover the northern flank of his front.


  The German attack hit the 3d Battalion, 313th Infantry Regiment of Task Force Wahl, and soon found themselves facing strong defenses. The battalion had been holding a regimental-sized front, as did most units along the front line in this sector, for the past few weeks. Well below authorized strength, the battalion faced the repeated attacks by Kampfgruppe Feuchtinger but refused to yield any ground. In the course of maintaining their positions they inflicted heavy losses on the attackers, severely mauling the infantry of the 21st Panzer Division. Men normally found in rear area jobs, headquarters clerks, cooks and communications men joined with infantrymen to repel the repeated assaults. In between attacks the men dug improved defensive positions, put out additional concertina wire and laid more minefields to deter the Germans. It was only when the German attack penetrated a nearby unit that the 3rd Battalion moved, and only then to cover their own now-exposed flank. Despite the fact that this need to cover their flank increased even further the amount of front the battalion had to protect, they held their positions, eventually repelling the strong enemy attack.⁴


  Meanwhile on the other flank of VI Corps the Germans were also active. In order to keep the salient from being crushed between the forces threatening from both flanks, General Brooks had to hold his flanks at all costs. Near Gambsheim the 232nd Infantry Regiment of Task Force Linden (42nd Infantry Division) attacked but made little progress in pushing the German bridgehead into the Rhine. That evening, January 5th, Task Force Linden was relieved by French troops in the area south of Kilstett.


  That same night the Germans in Gambsheim became unusually active. Enemy patrols probed American lines and by morning reports were received that Company B, 232nd Infantry Regiment, was surrounded in the town of Stattmatten, near Sessenheim. General Wyche dispatched the division Reconnaissance Troop to Company B’s aid, supported by the light tank platoon of the 781st Tank Battalion. Together the relief force attacked and cleared Sessenheim, then Stattmatten by noon. Although the Germans outnumbered the attacking Americans the swiftness of the assault and the presence of the tanks resulted in a swift overwhelming of all resistance. Sixty prisoners were taken. The 232nd Infantry Regiment quickly restored its lines in this sector of the front.


  Meanwhile the German attacks in the northern sector succeeded in driving in the combat outposts of the 79th Infantry Division, but were halted at the main line of resistance. The Germans attacked again and again, but their artillery support was weak and ineffectual while the American artillery and mortar fire was both intense and accurate. Several enemy tanks were knocked out by mines or artillery fire. In one instance, as the Germans regrouped at the village of Stundwiller with tanks and an infantry battalion, a squadron of P-47 Thunderbolt fighter-bombers thoroughly destroyed the village and scattered the reforming Germans.


  On the opposite flank, General Wyche launched a counterattack against the Gambsheim bridgehead. The 2nd Battalion, 314th Infantry attacked only to unexpectedly find themselves facing a counterattack by a battalion of infantry and ten German tanks. The attacking Americans were forced back, leaving five of their supporting tanks destroyed or damaged on the battlefield. Another enemy force struck the 3rd Battalion, 314th Infantry at Rohrwiller, but this attack was repulsed. These attacks cost the Germans men and tanks, but showed no signs of ceasing anytime soon. General Wyche, determined to hold his lines, ordered Combat Command B of the 12th Armored Division into a forward reserve position around Weyersheim.


  The following day the 314th Infantry and Combat Command B launched attacks against the bridgehead. A gain of perhaps a mile was accomplished, but heavy enemy artillery fire and determined resistance slowed the American advance. Enemy counterattacks were repulsed. One of these attacks, on January 9th by the 25th Panzergrenadier Division, succeeded in piercing the main line of resistance and capturing some pillboxes of the Maginot Line. These attackers reached the outskirts of the village of Hatten before the Americans rallied and threw them back. But the Germans were not easily deterred. This time the 25th Panzergrenadiers came back with 20 tanks, eight armored half-tracks and nine personnel carriers. Elements of the 242nd Infantry Regiment found themselves encircled in Hatten while the eastern village of Rittershoffen was threatened. A swift counterattack by tank destroyers and elements of the 48th Tank Battalion restored the situation, leaving a dozen enemy tanks destroyed. Hatten was soon relieved by the 2nd Battalion, 242nd Infantry and attached tanks.


  


  Although the fighting remained fierce and swung back and forth over the extended battlefield, the German command remained dissatisfied. General Blaskowitz was displeased enough to visit the forward units on January 7th in order to find out what was holding up his armored units. Convinced that the Americans were weak in this sector, he threatened courts martial for the principal armored commanders for lack of aggressiveness and delay.⁵ This explains why the early, less than fierce, German attacks were followed up with new and far more determined strikes against VI Corps.


  It was these renewed attacks, some of which were described above, which eventually forced General Brooks to withdraw his Corps back to the Haguenau forest and commit his last reserve, the remaining elements of the 14th Armored Division. As the Americans and Germans fought for tactical advantage there came about a final decisive battle which became known as the “Hatten-Rittershoffen inferno.” This area of towns, plains and roads saw bitter fighting between the VI Corps and Kampgruppe Feuchtinger which lasted for the next 11 days.


  General Smith’s 14th Armored Division took under command an assorted group of infantry units to conduct its fight. In addition to elements of the 242nd and 315th Infantry Regiments the division also received support from the 79th Infantry Division artillery. Nor did the Germans neglect to reinforce success. By January 13th the 20th Parachute Regiment of the 7th Parachute Division and the 104th Infantry Regiment from the 47th Volksgrenadier Division had joined the battle. The infusion of new units simply made the battle less controllable, and the situation soon degenerated into a series of fights at the battalion, company, platoon and squad levels.


  The towns of Hatten and Rittershoffen lie just north of the Haguenau forest. They are about a mile apart, and by mid-January the Germans had seized the eastern sections of both villages. The Americans held the western ends of the same towns. The stage was set for a climactic battle.


  The fields, roads and pastures between the towns became a no-man’s land of artillery fire, antitank fire, mortar fire and small-arms fire. Each party attempted to cut off the other by severing their lines of supply and communication. Usually this was by armored sweeps which continually failed due to the other side’s artillery and antitank fire. The fighting eventually came down to a close-quarters infantry battle. Desperate infantrymen, armored infantrymen and panzergrenadiers fought for every house, barn and outhouse, measuring success by how many buildings they held at day’s end. Smoke, haze and darkness covered the battlefield. Friendly fire incidents were not uncommon, as neither side knew exactly where friend or enemy was at any given moment. Anyone who ventured out into the open streets was almost certain to become a casualty. Instead, both sides blew holes in the walls of houses to get to the next house, or next room, in some cases. Tank crews trying to provide support in the towns were half-blind due to the massive wreckage which also hindered progress and provided protection for the enemy’s antitank squads. In Hatten, for example, there was a turn in the street, the “bend,” through which neither side would send a tank due to the heavy antitank fire each side had emplaced to halt just such a maneuver. As the Germans poured additional infantry into the towns, the battle escalated. The increased German infantry strength put the Americans on the defensive.


  Hatten was originally held by the 1st Battalion, 242nd Infantry of Task Force Linden (42nd Infantry Division). Attacked by assault guns supported by panzergrenadiers at midnight the Americans initially inflicted heavy losses on the attackers. The Germans soon brought up flame-throwers and flame-throwing tanks, which forced the surrender of several of the Maginot Line pillboxes the battalion had been using for defense. Panzergrenadier Regiment 119 soon reached the eastern edge of Hatten and dug in. Here the 1st Battalion, 242nd Infantry slowed their progress. Later in the day a battle group of half-tracks and tanks attempted to bypass the Americans only to run into the first units of the newly arriving 14th Armored Division, Combat Command B. This encounter went badly for the Germans, who failed to spot the American tanks of the 48th Tank Battalion waiting in the snow. Six German tanks were quickly destroyed. American artillery fire disorganized the battle group, which retreated. The 48th Tank Battalion and 2nd Battalion, 242nd Infantry, soon launched a counterattack which relieved the embattled 1st Battalion, 242nd Infantry in Hatten, which had suffered more than 300 casualties in the morning’s battle.


  One of the men of the 242nd Infantry later recalled the events as the largely ineffectual antitanks guns attempted to stem the initial German charge. “The tanks were right on us and firing point-blank, and a lot of men were going down. Our captain just went berserk. He rushed out and started throwing snowballs at the tanks. He was cut down quick. A sergeant brought us out with most of our vehicles. I was sure he was taking us in exactly the wrong direction. But he got us out of there. Later we went back and retrieved the guns we’d left.”⁶


  General Decker and his XXXIX Panzer Corps headquarters tried to find a way around the determined American defense at Hatten. He ordered two battle groups of the 21st Panzer Division to go around Hatten and take Rittershoffen, which lay further west. Such a move would cut off the Americans in Hatten and force them to withdraw. This attack was launched on January 11th over a flat piece of land known as the “pool table” to the Americans. It quickly became a killing ground for both sides. Anytime the weather cleared, any force caught on the “pool table” became an easy target for the other side.


  The bulk of the two towns changed hands day after day, sometimes several times in one day. The Americans would attack in the day, pushing the Germans out, and then the Germans would attack that night, pushing the Americans back. Flame-throwing armored vehicles were used by the Germans to try and burn out the stubborn Americans. These defenders used the strong stone cellars of many of the houses to survive the bombardment and fire that sought to turn them out of the villages. Neither side was willing to concede defeat. One of the German officers who commanded a panzer battle group in the struggle, and who had fought on the Eastern and Western fronts for years, remembered afterwards that the Hatten-Rittershoffen battle “was one of the hardest and most costly battles that had ever raged on the Western front.”⁷


  For the inexperienced 14th Armored Division, it was their first major battle and their first serious test of combat. They found themselves fighting alongside unfamiliar friends from the 79th Infantry and 42nd Infantry Divisions, who were themselves struggling to survive. Freezing weather, snow and fog made the infantrymen’s lives even more miserable than usual. One fight was described as, “The infantry had jumped across frozen fields whereupon the Krauts caught them with machine gun and tank fire. When they moved into the woods the mortars sought them out with tree bursts. The ones that had thrown away their entrenching tools had no choice but to run for it and the situation went from bad to worse.”⁸


  To further confuse an already confused situation, the 14th Armored Division soon found itself being fired on by supposedly friendly tanks and tank destroyers. American tank commanders felt no qualms directing their vehicles past another friendly vehicle, until suddenly that friendly vehicle opened fire on them and damaged or destroyed their tank. The armored soldiers soon realized that the Germans were using captured American vehicles, including tanks and tank destroyers, against them. One such experience was related as “I spotted what I thought was a German tank with their gun tube pointed in our direction. Before I could fire Lt. Stair shouted that it was one of our attached tank destroyers. At this time I traversed left to search for more targets and our tank was hit by the TD [tank destroyer], which we later learned was abandoned by the American crew and manned by a German crew.”⁹ The American tank soon began to burn and stored ammunition began to explode, forcing the evacuation of the tank. As one of the crew exited he was cut down by enemy machine gun fire. The other crewmembers escaped out the bottom hatch and crawled to safety in a potato field.


  This type of fighting went on without respite well into January. It would have continued longer but for events on another front far away. On January 14, 1945, while both sides still struggled fiercely for Hatten-Rittershoffen, the Russian Army on the Eastern front launched a major offensive aimed at the German capital city of Berlin. It would take several days, but eventually the demands of protecting the German capital would relieve the soldiers fighting in the Hatten-Rittershoffen inferno of their ongoing misery.


  


  While VI Corps struggled to hold on to a line at Hatten-Rittershoffen, General Brooks was also fighting desperately on the other end of his front line, in the Vosges. Here, between Mouterhouse and Baerenthal the 157st Infantry Regiment, 45th Infantry Division, found itself fighting the 6th SS Mountain Division. For a week, between January 14th and January 21st, a battalion of the regiment became another “lost battalion.” During an attack a group of mixed infantry companies from the 157th Infantry penetrated the German defensive line, but the rest of the regiment could not. As a result most of five companies found themselves isolated behind enemy lines.¹⁰ The Germans repeatedly struck at the surrounded Americans, trying to close this dangerous gap in their defenses, but were unable to do so. For three days elements of the 45th and 103rd Infantry Divisions tried to relieve the trapped Americans, aided by the 36th Engineer (Combat) Regiment. Sleet and blinding snowstorms only made matters more difficult. Shortages of supplies delayed the attacks, and supporting artillery was short of ammunition, giving the American effort less power. The trapped Americans formed a defensive perimeter and waited, placing their wounded in foxholes and treating them as best they could. Finally, with only 125 ablebodied men left, the survivors tried to infiltrate their way back to American lines. News of the recent massacre of American prisoners of war in the Ardennes left few with a desire to surrender to the Germans. Only two Americans made it to safety, the rest, some 818 American soldiers, were killed, wounded and captured. The 157th Infantry was withdrawn from the line for rest and reorganization.


  Meanwhile the German command was debating what to do next. Besides the troops already committed to the offensive they retained a few more, including the 10th SS Panzer Division, the 11th Panzer Division, the 7th Parachute Division, the 47th Volksgrenadier Division and the 2nd Mountain Division. Elements of some of these had been fed into the battle already, as mentioned, but the bulk of these units remained uncommitted. Most of them were still arriving in the area. General Blaskowitz had suggested using the infantry and parachute divisions to help the First Army open the eastern exits to the Vosges Mountains. From there, he believed, he could launch the two panzer divisions toward Haguenau and Gambsheim, thus splitting Seventh Army. While General Decker’s XXXIX Panzer Corps’ battle at Hatten-Rittershoffen diverted American attention, Blaskowitz thought he could push through to link up with Army Group Oberrhein at Gambsheim. Hitler agreed to divert the Operation Zahnarzt forces, with the sole exception of the 11th Panzer Division, to this task. As usual, however, there were conditions. He insisted that the 10th SS Panzer Division be used east of the Haguenau forest, along the Rhine, to form the link-up with Army Group Oberrhein’s forces in the Gambsheim bridgehead. The rest of the force was to be used as General Blaskowitz decided.


  But by the time permission was granted, the situation had changed yet again. The failure of the attacks at Hatten-Rittershoffen and at Gambsheim to make any headway made it more important to reinforce General Deckers’ XXXIX Panzer Corps. Not unlike the ground battle at Hatten, the command struggle of the German command was one of point and counterpoint. As soon as the First Army received permission to use the reserves, a new situation arose that demanded them elsewhere. Then, when it appeared that a breakthrough had been achieved, the news that the American 14th Armored Division had countered the supposed breakthrough was delayed in transmission, resulting in another unforeseen situation. Further, in one of the most serious violations of armored warfare, the Germans were forced to feed in the newly arriving Zahnarzt units piecemeal due to the heavy fighting at Hatten-Rittershoffen. Whatever advantage they might have given the Germans had they been used as a strong spearhead was quickly lost. Only the 10th SS Panzer Division was retained complete, to launch the attack along the water-soaked Rhine River bank towards Gambsheim.


  As the situation deteriorated, Hitler once more intervened. He ordered the transfer of responsibility for the continued offensive to Army Group Oberrhein on January 12th. This involved the XXXIX Panzer Corps, the 10th SS Panzer Division and the 7th Parachute Divisions being transferred to Army Group Oberrhein. This gave Reichsführer Himmler troops on both sides of the Rhine, and both sides of Strasbourg. Other formations, including the 21st Panzer Division, 25th Panzergrenadier Division, and 47th Volksgrenadier Division remained with First Army under a new corps command, Lieutenant General Gustav Hoehne’s LXXXIX Corps. Remaining German forces came under General Petersen’s XC Corps.¹¹ The Germans immediately went into a series of movements to implement these changes.


  The Americans used the pause to reorganize as well. General Brooks pulled the exhausted Task Force Herren (70th Infantry Division) out of the line and implemented placement of the 103rd Infantry Division and the 3rd Algerian Infantry Division into his defenses. Help also arrived from SHAEF Headquarters in the form of the promise of the U.S. 101st Airborne Division and additional artillery as soon as possible. With the promised new troops General Patch felt comfortable in transferring the 36th Infantry Division and the balance of the 12th Armored Division to General Brooks at VI Corps. Brooks immediately directed both of these new additions towards Gambsheim to relieve the battered 79th Infantry Division and Task Force Linden (42nd Infantry Division). The pause, except in the Hatten-Rittershoffen area, remained in place for several days. Only incessant attacks by the German Luftwaffe, including the amazing new ME-262, the innovative jet fighter-bomber, broke the quiet of the front lines. Resting and resupplying forces was the priority on both sides.


  


  The final German attack to settle matters in Alsace took place on January 16, 1945. General Decker’s XXXIX Panzer Corps struck with the 10th SS Panzer Division, the 7th Parachute Division, the 384th and 667th Assault Gun Brigades and even the Reichsführer’s Escort Battalion. This was the attack ordered by Hitler along the Rhine River to join Army Group Oberrhein’s bridgehead at Gambsheim to the First Army and therefore Army Group G. The plan was to attack and join with the Gambsheim bridgehead, destroy the 79th Infantry Division and Task Force Linden, and then together with the German forces at Gambsheim strike south and west, getting behind the U.S. VI Corps. Once again the ultimate objective was the Saverne Gap.


  Both Generals Patch and Brooks had expected a renewal of the German offensive. The axis of the attack came as something of a surprise, however. As it turned out neither the 79th Infantry Division nor Task Force Linden was still in position when the Germans attacked. Instead the new offensive hit the recently arrived and still inexperienced 12th Armored Division. At the time, the 12th Armored was in the process of renewing its attack on “Bloody Herrlisheim.” The objective was to cut the main German northsouth line of communication with the Gambsheim bridgehead. CCB was attacking to the north, over the Zorn River, while CCA made an administrative crossing¹² of the Zorn to the south at Weyersheim and attacked Herrlisheim from the opposite direction. General Allen’s objective was to encircle Herrlisheim and isolate the town, which his intelligence reported being held by five to eight hundred disorganized Germans. Once the town was surrounded and cut off, General Allen planned to have his three armored infantry battalions clear the town itself.¹³ While the terrain and mission were more suited to an infantry division, the 12th Armored was the only force General Brooks had available at the time.


  The American attack failed almost immediately. German artillery kept CCB from bridging the Zorn River. A night attack by the 43rd Tank and 66th Armored Infantry Battalions was halted by determined resistance. CCA meanwhile found itself under fire from both Herrlisheim and Offendorf, a mile south of the combat command’s objective. Nevertheless General Allen ordered a renewal of the attack on January 17th. This time Major James W. Logan’s 17th Armored Infantry Battalion managed to get a foothold inside Herrlisheim, while Lt. Colonel Nicholas Novosel’s 43rd Tank Battalion circled the town from the east. The 66th Armored Infantry Battalion, supported by the 23rd Tank Battalion, pushed from the south, distracting some of the enemy from the southerly attack. Both units reported facing heavy opposition, but by late afternoon Logan’s 17th Armored Infantry Battalion had established itself in the southern section of town. Then there occurred one of the enduring mysteries of the Alsace campaign.


  The 43rd Tank Battalion had disappeared. Reports during the day from the battalion’s operations officer indicated that they were advancing but receiving antitank fire. Soon thereafter all radio contact with the battalion was lost. At some point Colonel Novosel reported his battalion in the eastern section of Herrlisheim. A final radio message in the early afternoon reported the battalion commander’s tank knocked out, and again gave the unit’s position as east of Herrlisheim. That night, while the 17th Armored Infantry remained in Herrlisheim’s southern sector, patrols from CCA and the supply trains of the 43rd Tank Battalion tried to locate the missing battalion. No trace could be found. Meanwhile, Major Logan reported increasing attacks against his unsupported battalion within the town. A heavy concentration of artillery fire was inadequate to prevent the armored infantrymen from being overrun by the German attack. Only a few managed to escape back to the 12th Armored Division’s lines. But there was still no word from Colonel Novosel’s 43rd Tank Battalion.


  Later intelligence would determine that the 12th Armored Division had run head-on into the 10th SS Panzer Division, attacking out of Gambsheim. The SS had managed to link up with the Gambsheim forces and were launching an attack out of the bridgehead at the precise moment the 12th Armored Division was attacking into it. Some 50 Mark IV Panzers and another 40 Panther tanks led the attack. The next day an American artillery spotter aircraft later reported a number of destroyed American tanks in eastern Herrlisheim and a dozen or so more on the eastern outskirts of the town, deployed in a circle as if for all-around defense. Some of these were painted white, while others had been burned black. General Allen believing this sighting to be of the 43rd Tank Battalion, immediately set about organizing a rescue mission. However, that night German radio reports detailed the destruction of an American tank battalion at Herrlisheim, reporting 300 Americans captured and 50 American tanks captured or destroyed.¹⁴ A subsequent air reconnaissance saw German troops milling around the circle of U.S. tanks. At 12th Armored Headquarters, speculation was that the 43rd Tank Battalion had run into a massive German antitank ambush somewhere between Herrlisheim and Offendorg, had sought refuge in the town of Herrlisheim, been forced out by close-in infantry assaults, and made its final stand east of Herrlisheim.¹⁵ Two entire battalions, one tank and the other armored infantry, had been cut to pieces in one day’s battle. The new 12th Armored Division was being introduced to combat on the Western front in an expensive manner.


  At this point General Brooks felt he had little recourse but to withdraw. Most of his units, including his two armored divisions, were exhausted and depleted. On the night of January 20/21, the VI Corps withdrew its forces from north of the Haguenau forest towards the Moder River. So surprised were the Germans that they failed to follow up the American withdrawal. This failure gave General Brooks time to reorganize a new line of defense along the Zorn, Moder and Rothbach rivers without enemy interference. This new line greatly reduced the amount of ground VI Corps had to cover to defend itself. No great advantage was given to the Germans by the withdrawal. In fact, it took General Decker another four days to bring his forces up to the new American line, for they too were tired and disorganized.


  General Brooks set up his line from east to west with the 45th, 103rd, 79th and 36th Infantry Divisions, in that order. Behind the new line the 12th and 14th Armored Divisions and Task Force Linden reorganized and integrated replacements for their heavy losses. The 101st Airborne and 28th Infantry Divisions were en route to VI Corps while additional French forces were placed in direct defense of Strasbourg. A series of final German attacks between January 24th and 25th managed a few brief penetrations of the new line, but prompt counterattacks by the 14th Armored Division and the 42nd Infantry Division pushed them out. An offensive ordered by General Patch on the west using the 100th Infantry and 45th Infantry Divisions, while the 36th Infantry and 3rd Algerian Infantry Divisions attacked on the east at the same time, forced the Germans onto the defensive. By January 26th, with no more reserves available to them, the German command called a halt to what threatened to become a battle of attrition. The Germans’ second winter offensive was over.


  The French counterattack out of the south fared no better than had the American effort. Starting their advance led by their armor, the French forces soon found that the effort was too costly as tank after tank fell to enemy antitank fire. The German 57mm antitank guns hidden in the woods along the Rhine River ripped their shells across the fields, hitting tank after tank and halting the advance. The French infantry, led by a Foreign Legion battalion, nevertheless tried to continue. Pushing their attack despite heavy losses they managed to seize Bettenhoffen, in the southern quarter of Gambsheim. An all-day fight ensued, with repeated German counterattacks, until the French were exhausted, low on ammunition, and suffering unacceptable losses. The French attack was repulsed by nightfall.


  Similarly, Task Force Linden (42nd Infantry Division) tried again, but with no better luck. Finally, General Wyche called General Brooks and reported the failure. He said that despite heavy losses, and the fact that they had actually been “in and out” of Gambsheim twice, the 42nd Infantrymen were too exhausted, too few, and without sufficient heavy support to do the job. He recommended calling off further attacks until the available forces had been reinforced and reorganized.


  


  As mentioned, the Russian Army’s January offensive drew off whatever reserves might have been available to continue the German offensive in Alsace. Soon most of the assault forces, such as the 21st Panzer and 25th Panzergrenadier Divisions, followed them east. The war in Alsace became one of defense for the Germans. Seventh Army casualties for January were later estimated at 14,000 while German losses were estimated at some 23,000 officers and men. Much of the German offensive capability had been seriously damaged by the battle. It also improved the position of the 6th Army Group. Impressed with the battle and its outcome, SHAEF released its hold on reinforcements, supplies and equipment. Priority was now given to 6th Army Group in all these categories. Sufficient combat experience had been gained by the three new American divisions (42nd, 63rd and 70th) so that they could join with their supporting arms and enter combat as complete divisions without the usual errors committed by new divisions. As General Devers was later to record in his diary, “Ted Brooks … fought one of the great defensive battles of all times with very little.”
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  OPERATION CHEERFUL


  


  


  Throughout Operations Nordwind, Zahnarzt and Sonnenwende little had been done against the Colmar Pocket. But neither General Eisenhower nor General Devers had forgotten about it. SHAEF had been asking 6th Army Group since early December to return to the offensive and eliminate that annoying German abscess along the Rhine River at Colmar. The pause to reorganize and rebuild the First French Army had been elongated by the advent of Operations Nordwind and Sonnenwende. The dispatch of the 3rd Algerian Infantry Division and 2nd French Armored Division to General Brooks’ VI Corps had further delayed operations against the Colmar Pocket. The Franco-American dispute over withdrawing from Strasbourg had only exacerbated feelings about the continued existence of the pocket. But by late January these distractions had been eliminated or neutralized. Attention turned once again to Colmar.


  The German winter offensive in the Ardennes combined with those in Alsace had left the Western Allies’ front lines in ragged condition. From the Swiss border through France, Germany and Belgium to the North Sea, the line now had numerous bends and bulges. SHAEF’s first order of business as the German offensives petered out was to straighten out this line before renewing the Allies’ own offensive towards Germany. Shorter lines meant less troops needed to man them, which in turn would free up enough combat units to launch further offensives. It would also allow exhausted units, of which there were many in January 1945, to move to the rear for rest and replenishment.
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  In Seventh Army’s zone, General Brooks’ VI Corps had already moved out of the Lauterbourg salient and established a shorter line along the Moder River. This move had reduced the length of the VI Corps line by half. However, south of General Brooks the First French Army still held a 50-mile perimeter around Colmar, which threatened all future advances as well as tying up troops which could be freed up for such an advance. It will be remembered that in early December Gemeral de Lattre had tried to eliminate the pocket but that offensive had been weakened by demands for troops to clear the French Atlantic coast and casualties suffered in the Vosges Mountains that had not been replaced. The process of turning French irregulars and local conscripts into conventional soldiers had been halted due to the urgency of the German offensives in mid- and late December.


  Nor had the Germans been able to do much with the Colmar Pocket. Aggressive French defenses had kept the Nineteenth Army confined to the pocket, unable to contribute much to the various German offensives to the north. About the only contribution they were able to make did little more than lengthen their already thinly held perimeter around Colmar. The few reserves that the Nineteenth Army did have were therefore committed to the longer defensive perimeter, eliminating their availability to respond to any breach in that 130-mile-long, 850-square-mile enclave.


  General Devers had not forgotten the Colmar Pocket. Even as the last of the German attacks were being repulsed, he turned to his intelligence officers for information on the pocket’s defenders. Their report indicated that there were no German plans to reinforce the pocket, and that in fact the strength of the Nineteenth Army was not as large as had first been thought. Despite this encouraging information, General Devers decided that he would heavily reinforce the First French Army for the coming offensive. He wanted the pocket eliminated, and no later than early February, before the early spring rains turned the roads and canals into impassible obstacles. Timing was vital, since the French would need relatively clear weather but had to move before the thaw arrived.


  General Devers met with General de Lattre at Vittel on January 11th, 1945. The subject of the meeting was the Colmar Pocket. A detailed discussion convinced both men that the French First Army was at the moment too weak to conduct a successful attack designed to eliminate it. Devers accordingly promised to seek reinforcements for the French from SHAEF. On January 13, 1945, General Smith, Eisenhower’s Chief of Staff, made a visit to 6th Army Group Headquarters, and Devers took the opportunity to make a request for reinforcements for the French in order to eliminate the Colmar Pocket. Specifically, he asked for another American infantry division to join with the 3rd Infantry Division already on the Colmar perimeter, plus an armored division to replace Leclerc’s 2nd French Armored Division, which remained with U.S. VI Corps. General Smith promised to take up the matter with General Eisenhower. Considering that Eisenhower’s feelings about Devers were now so well known that even British Field Marshal Bernard L. Montgomery, commanding the 21st Army Group in the north, and another subordinate whom General Eisenhower disliked, could comment about this time: “I understand the French divisions are not fighting properly. I also hear that Devers is quite useless.”¹ Thus there was some question as to how Devers’ request would be received. Nevertheless, the following day, upon his return to SHAEF, Smith did in fact discuss the matter with Eisenhower, and soon thereafter he cabled Devers that his request had been approved.


  


  Bedell Smith told Devers that the infantry division would be the experienced 28th Infantry Division from First Army. There were problems, however. The division had recently suffered enormous casualties, first in the Huertgen Forest and then in the Ardennes, and was considered capable of only limited offensive action.


  The 28th Infantry Division was originally drawn entirely from the Pennsylvania National Guard. It had been inducted into Federal service at Philadelphia on February 17, 1941, and moved to the Indiantown Gap Military Reservation for training and organization. By August 1941, the division was at the Camp A.P. Hill Military Reservation in Virginia. Training included bases at Fort Jackson and Fort Bragg for the rest of the year before the division participated in the Carolina Maneuvers in November 1941. More training occurred at Camp Livingston, Louisiana, before the division again participated in maneuvers, this time in Louisiana. Finally the division spent six months training in Florida before shipping out from the United States from Boston in October 1943.


  The division landed in Normandy, France, on July 22, 1944, and fought in the difficult hedgerow country west of Saint Lo. The division pushed forward with the rest of First Army until August 12, 1944, when its commander, General James Wharton, was killed in action.² Most of the division then went into reserve, except for the 109th Infantry Regiment which participated in the Mortain counteroffensive. The division returned to combat, now led by General Norman D. (Dutch”) Cota, following the U.S. 2nd Armored Division towards Paris. The 28th Infantry Division then conducted a formal parade through Paris on August 29th, the only American unit to do so, before returning to combat north of the French capital.


  The division continued to fight eastward across northern France until it crossed into Belgium and then Luxembourg. There the division faced the defenses of the German West Wall, or Siegfried Line, against which they battled in mid-September. The division went on to fight at Elsenborn and near Aachen before it was assigned to relieve the 9th Infantry Division in the Huertgen Forest. The Huertgen fighting has been described elsewhere, but suffice it to say the 28th Infantry Division was all but destroyed in the fierce and bloody fighting which took place in November 1944. After a week of bitter combat, the division was relieved by Major General William G. Weaver’s 8th Infantry Division and sent to the quiet Our River sector in Luxembourg where it was to hold a 25-mile front while resting and integrating replacements for the heavy losses in the Huertgen. Unfortunately, this was the exact sector the Germans had targeted for their surprise counteroffensive.


  Three weeks later the division was overrun by the Germans’ Winter Counteroffensive in the Ardennes. Although many units in the division made heroic stands at critical junctures, including Bastogne, Wiltz and St. Vith, the division was scattered and disorganized throughout the remainder of the Battle of the Bulge. What was left of the 28th Infantry Division was relieved by Major General William M. Miley’s U.S. Airborne Division on January 1, 1945, and sent to reorganize and rest near Verdun, France. Its assignment to the 6th Army Group would be its first combat assignment since suffering such huge casualties in December. Orders came early in February for the division to relieve the 3rd Infantry Division, then holding a part of the Colmar perimeter from Sigolsheim to Le Valtin. Major General Cota’s³ division would support the attack of the 3rd Infantry Division against the northern sector of the Colmar Pocket.


  


  General Devers was also promised the U.S. 10th Armored Division. This was a continuation of General Leclerc’s refusal to serve under the First French Army. To placate the commander of the 2nd French Armored Division, his unit would remain with Brooks’ VI Corps, and the 10th Armored Division would replace him, at least temporarily, in the 6th Army Group reserve. Major General William H.H. Morris, Jr.’s 10th U.S. Armored Division was another experienced unit.⁴


  The 10th Armored Division was activated July 15, 1942, at Fort Benning, Georgia, and began training at Camp Gordon, Georgia. It participated in the Tennessee Maneuvers in 1943 before shipping out from Camp Shanks, New York on September 1, 1944. It landed at Cherbourg, France, on September 23 and trained for a while before it joined the Third Army then fighting to conquer the ancient fortress city of Metz, France. It fought there until late November when it moved to the Saar-Moselle Triangle with Major General Walton Harris Walker’s XX U.S. (“Ghost”) Corps. Halted by the strong Orscholz Switch Line positions, the division was about to renew its attack when the German Ardennes Offensive struck. The division was moved to Luxembourg City and its different combat commands fought at Bastogne, Noville and Bras until relieved late in December.


  The division then assembled near Metz and reorganized. It returned to the Saar-Moselle Triangle where together with Major General Harry J. Maloney’s 94th Infantry Division it cleared the area and forced a crossing of the Saar River, capturing Zerf and the German city of Trier, one of the German assembly points for the now ended Winter Offensive.⁵ After a brief rest period the division reported to the Seventh Army on January 17, 1945, where it was ordered to relieve the 12th U.S. and 2nd French Armored Divisions.


  


  Even as his reinforcements were packing up to move to 6th Army Group, General Devers was making plans for the offensive that, he intended, would finish off the Colmar Pocket once and for all. General Devers simply planned a double envelopment, an attack from the north and from the south sides of the pocket toward the major surviving bridge over the Rhine River near Neuf-Brisach, some seven miles east of Colmar itself. The French I Corps was to lead off the attack with a strike from Mulhouse aimed directly at the bridge site. It would also conduct a secondary attack in the mountains north of Thann to ensure that the Germans could not move reserves to block the main thrust.


  Once German reserves had been drawn south by the attack of I French Corps, the newly arrived U.S. XXI Corps would strike from the north. Major General Frank W. Milburn’s Corps would send the two American infantry divisions, supported by Leclerc’s armored division, against Neuf-Brisach. Originally, this plan included the hope that a small airborne force would be made available to speed the attack, but this never came to pass. The II French Corps would be directed on Colmar itself. Planners estimated the attack to last about a week, and based upon weather reports suggested that it begin in early February, but in any case before February 20, 1945. General Devers, however, was much concerned about weather and road conditions, and insisted that the attack begin much earlier, even if it meant that General Milburn’s XXI Corps could not participate. If that became the case, then General de Monsabert’s II French Corps would assume the main thrust of the offensive, aiming for Neuf-Brisach instead of Colmar. General Devers, who had requested the airborne unit to include with the attack, was undisturbed when SHAEF replied that none was available. Anxious to beat the thaw, he ordered General de Lattre to begin his attack from the south on or about January 20th. The northern thrust would begin two days later. The offensive was to be known as Operation Cheerful.


  General Devers had complete confidence in General Patch’s ability to defeat the ongoing German attacks to the north. He was uneasy, however, about delaying the attacks against the Colmar Pocket any longer, as that might allow the Germans to reinforce Nineteenth Army. Accordingly, de Lattre brought his corps commanders in on the plan. General de Monsabert’s II French Corps would strike with the 3rd and 28th U.S. Infantry Divisions, the 1st French Infantry Division, and the 3rd Algerian Infantry Division. It would be reinforced with the 5th French Armored Division. Both the 28th Infantry and 3rd Algerian Infantry Divisions, weak from previous campaigns, would screen part of the perimeter while the rest of the corps made the main attack. De Monsabert ordered the 3rd Infantry Division, reinforced by a regiment of Task Force Harris⁶ (63rd Infantry Division) and supported by a combat command of the 5th French Armored Division, to spearhead the attack. To the left of the 3rd Infantry Division, the 1st French Infantry Division, with armor from the 2nd French Armored Division attached, would cover the northern flank of the Americans. Only after II French Corps had secured bridgeheads over the Colmar Canal, about halfway to the city, would the 5th French Armored Division drive on Colmar itself. The two most obvious objectives, the Erstein Salient and Colmar City, would be ignored in the early stages of the attack to confuse the enemy. Four major water barriers stood between II French Corps and Colmar. These were the Fecht River, Ill River, Riedwiller Brook and Colmar Canal. General Monsabert counted on speed and surprise to surmount these obstacles. General Devers also assigned the 2nd French Armored and 12th U.S. Armored Divisions to a position south of Strasbourg as a reserve for the French attack.


  To the south, General Béthouart’s I French Corps would attack two days earlier with two divisions, the 2nd Moroccan Infantry and the 4th Moroccan Mountain Divisions. The attacking force would pivot on the 9th Colonial Infantry Division while the 1st French Armored Division would provide tank support. Once the leading forces cleared an area roughly between Cernay, Ensisheim and Mulhouse, the 1st French Armored would pass through and strike for Neuf-Brisach. The new 10th French Infantry Division,⁷ which had earlier relieved the 3rd Algerian Infantry Division in the mountains, would guard the western approaches to the pocket on the slopes of the Vosges Mountains. Like the II French Corps in the north, numerous rivers, streams and canals along the projected routes of advance threatened to provide the enemy with easily defended terrain. Further, to cross these obstacles, considerable bridging equipment was necessary, along with the trained engineers to install and maintain them. General Devers managed to borrow an American bridging company from Patton’s Third Army to assist the 3rd Infantry Division. But bridging equipment remained a problem, and much of the French stocks were borrowed from Seventh Army.


  The French also operated under a number of other handicaps. Ammunition stocks were only at a ten-day level. Gasoline was worse, with only one day’s reserve in the depots. Many French vehicles were disabled, due to the terrain and climate conditions. Lack of spare parts sidelined others. As was usual, manpower within the French divisions was low, and losses from the recent November offensive had not yet been made good. Even the 3rd U.S. Infantry Division suffered from lack of replacements, due to losses in its battles around the Kaysersberg Valley on the northern approaches to Colmar.


  Indeed, those battles were as fierce as those fought by Seventh Army to the north. One such fight took place near Sigolsheim, France, on December 26, 1944, when the 1st Battalion, 15th Infantry, 3rd Infantry Division, was attacking a strongly held hill outside the town. The leading assault company was stopped by heavy enemy fire and forced to dig in under enemy artillery, machine gun and mortar fire. The company was stalled and suffering casualties at an alarming rate. Realizing that strong leadership was needed to resolve a crucial situation, Lieutenant Colonel Keith L. Ware, the battalion commander, went forward some 150 yards ahead of the leading elements of his battalion and for two hours reconnoitered the enemy positions, deliberately drawing enemy fire to reveal their locations. Returning to the assault company he armed himself with an automatic rifle and led a new advance upon the enemy. Together with two officers, nine enlisted men and a tank he approached an enemy machine gun position, killed two protecting riflemen, and then fired tracers into the position to identify it for his supporting tank. With the first gun knocked out, Lieutenant Colonel Ware moved to the next enemy machine gun post. Here again he killed two supporting riflemen and forced the surrender of several others. The tank knocked out the gun and destroyed its position. Finding himself out of ammunition, Lt. Colonel Ware obtained an M-1 rifle, killed an attacking enemy rifleman, and then attacked the third enemy machine gun. This post was again knocked out by the supporting tank. As Ware approached the fourth enemy machine gun, the crew and supporting riflemen, who had watched the American advance, quickly surrendered. Once again the tank destroyed the emplacement. During this attack five of Lieutenant Colonel Ware’s 11 accompanying soldiers were casualties, and the Lieutenant Colonel was himself wounded, though he refused medical treatment until the hill was securely in American hands. For his gallant leadership Lieutenant Colonel Ware received the Medal of Honor.⁸


  Not far away, the 3rd Battalion, 15th Infantry, was also in a fierce fight on December 26th. In the town of Sigolsheim Company L found themselves facing a house-to-house battle through the streets of the fortified village. First Lieutenant Eli Whiteley, of Georgetown, Texas, was leading his assault platoon forward through streets swept by withering mortar and automatic weapons fire. Despite being seriously wounded in the arm and shoulder, he charged the house alone and killed the defenders inside. Throwing smoke and fragmentation grenades ahead of his advance, Lieutenant Whiteley stormed the next house, again eliminating some of the defenders within, while 11 others chose surrender. He continued to lead his platoon to house after house until he reached one held by what was later described as “fanatical Nazi troops.” Still suffering from his multiple wounds which made him unable to use his left arm, Lieutenant Whiteley attacked the house alone, using a bazooka to blast a hole in a wall. He then charged through the hole with a submachine gun wedged under his right arm and rushed through it, killing five of the enemy. The remaining dozen enemy soldiers preferred surrender over death at the hands of the mangled American lieutenant. As Whiteley left the house he was wounded again, injuring an eye. Undeterred, he shouted for his platoon to follow him on to the next fortified house and refused all medical attention. He continued to lead his platoon in clearing the fiercely defended village until he was forcibly evacuated for medical attention. His attack cracked the core of the German resistance in the town and enabled his company to secure its objective. For his gallant leadership Lieutenant Eli Whiteley received a Medal of Honor.⁹


  At Keyersberg itself, the 30th Infantry met similar resistance. On January 8, 1945, Company L was attacking Hill 616, which stood protecting the town. Technical Sergeant Russell E. Dunham, acting platoon sergeant of the 3rd Platoon, left his men in covered positions and alone attacked three enemy machine gun positions. He wore a white mattress cover to blend with the snow and carried extra ammunition magazines and hand grenades which he jammed in every pocket of his uniform, earning him the nickname of “The Arsenal.” Technical Sergeant Dunham, of Brighton, Illinois, advanced up the snow-covered hill under direct fire from two of the machine guns and supporting riflemen. He crawled 75 yards under this heavy fire toward the first enemy gun, hidden behind a wooden barrier. Ten yards from the gun he jumped to his feet and charged forward. Enemy fire tore holes in his mattress cover and left a ten-inch gash across his back, sending him spinning down the hill. But Technical Sergeant Dunham was quickly up on his feet and advancing once again. An enemy grenade landed at his feet. He kicked it away as he killed the enemy soldier that had tossed it. Then he killed two of the enemy machine gun crew. With his rifle empty, Dunham jumped into the enemy position and bodily threw out the third gunner. Despite excruciating pain from his wound, and with blood flowing down his no longer white mattress cover, Technical Sergeant Dunham charged another 50 yards up the hill to the next enemy gun. Hurling grenades as he charged, he destroyed the gun and crew. He then destroyed the supporting riflemen with his carbine. Now wearing a bright red mattress cover, making him a conspicuous target, he again moved ahead of his platoon towards enemy positions further up Hill 616. Suddenly he found himself under machine gun and rifle fire, with enemy grenades raining all around him. Crawling forward, he managed to get within ten yards of the next enemy machine gun, which he destroyed with grenades. Then he took on dozens of supporting riflemen, which he dispersed with grenades and rifle fire. For his incredible acts of bravery on January 8, 1945, Technical Sergeant Russell E. Dunham received the Medal of Honor.¹⁰


  


  By late January 1945, with the German offensives of earlier in the month ending inconclusively, General Rasp’s Nineteenth Army was left to hold the Colmar Pocket with the forces already at its disposal in order to tie down as many Allied forces as possible. After the failed offensives, time for the German Army to reorganize itself was desperately needed, and General Rasp’s mission was to buy that time. Nor was it originally intended to be a static defense, for on January 22nd Army Group Oberrhein ordered Nineteenth Army to prepare a new offensive. Its purpose was to strike at General Brooks’ VI Corps, now situated on the Moder River, in coordination with another attack coming from the north.


  Neither General Rasp nor his two corps commanders were enthusiastic about the plan. They would have much preferred to conduct a fighting withdrawal across the Rhine and to have taken up positions north of the Black Forest, where at the time the next Allied offensive was expected. But orders from Reichsführer Himmler were not to be ignored, and planning began, only to be discarded when the northern prong of the planned attack was halted on January 26th. As a result, the Nineteenth Army was able to remain on the defensive within the Colmar Pocket, although no withdrawal was authorized.


  Within the pocket the Nineteenth Army controlled two corps headquarters, eight infantry divisions and one armored brigade. As before, General Thumm’s LXIV Corps held the northern end of the pocket with the 189th and 198th Infantry Divisions and the 16th and 708th Volksgrenadier Divisions. Because the 198th Infantry Division had been the assault force during Operation Sonnenwende, it was left holding what was known as the Erstein salient, a thumb-shaped prong sticking north out of the original Colmar Pocket. The 708th Volksgrenadier Division, which had been destroyed earlier in the campaign, had been rebuilt and given to Nineteenth Army. Supported by the 280th Assault Gun Battalion, it held the north-south line from the salient along the Ill River to Colmar, where the 189th Infantry Division assumed the defense. In the foothills of the Vosges Mountains the depleted 16th Volksgrenadier Division held the line with scattered outposts.


  Nest in line was Lieutenant General Erich Abraham’s LXIII Corps. General Abraham, who had replaced General Schack in mid-December, had his 338th Infantry Division continue the line to the south, followed by the 159th and 716th Infantry Divisions. In reserve General Rasp held the 106th Panzer Brigade. The 269th Infantry Division was technically in reserve as well, but was under orders to leave Colmar and move to the Eastern Front. Its replacement, the 2nd Mountain Division, had not yet arrived.


  Not unlike its French and American opponents, Nineteenth Army was understrength, poorly trained and badly equipped. Most of the front-line soldiers were hastily trained fillers and recruits. It, too, suffered from lack of authorized equipment and was short on ammunition, particularly antitank rounds. In total the army had perhaps 65 tanks and assault guns. These were concentrated in the panzer brigade and two tank destroyer units, the 280th Assault Gun Battalion and the 654th Tank Destroyer (Panzerjaeger) Battalion. Artillery ammunition was also in short supply.


  There were some advantages for General Rasp. First, Allied intelligence underestimated the strength of his forces. Although he had some 22,500 men under arms, Allied intelligence estimates credited him with only 15,000. He had short interior lines of communications. He also had secure wire communications down to battalion level, and since he was on the defensive these would not have to be moved. Nineteenth Army also had sufficient stocks of food, mines and small-arms ammunition for a prolonged defensive battle. Both terrain and weather conditions also heavily favored the defenders. Each small town, as we have seen at places like Keyersburg and Siglosheim, could easily become a small fortress, requiring time, effort and casualties to clear. Using these as a series of strongpoints, General Rasp could make the best use of his poorly trained troops simply by having them defend these fortified towns, which required little military training. General Rasp also enjoyed a secure rear area, fed by two Rhine River bridges, which despite repeated efforts resisted all Allied air efforts to destroy them. The railway bridge at Brisach, east of Neuf-Brisach, had even been awarded a German Iron Cross by the soldiers of Nineteenth Army, in recognition of its defiance of Allied air power. Further, successful German ferrying efforts enhanced General Rasp’s line of supply. There was even a fuel pipeline across the Rhine to supply Nineteenth Army. Finally, the failure of the earlier French and American attacks on their Colmar Pocket perimeter had left the Germans with the impression that their position was an effective, tenable and formidable locale.


  This complacency, however, did give the Allies one advantage. Convinced that the Allies would not attack again at Colmar until the offensives in the north had been decisively defeated, and that even then they would take some time to reorganize and recover, General Rasp did not expect the Allied attack when it was launched on January 20th.


  


  As planned under Operation Cheerful, General Béthouart’s I French Corps led off the attack from the south. While the 2nd and 4th Moroccan Divisions struck out for Ensisheim from Cernay, the 9th Colonial Infantry Division made a diversionary attack north out of Mulhouse. Other units also made diversionary maneuvers north of Thann. But here General Devers’ worst fears were realized. As the attack began, a driving snowstorm hindered all movements. Nevertheless, I French Corps made good progress due to the surprise of the attack. They were also fortunate in that the Moroccans hit at the juncture between the 159th and 716th Infantry Divisions and pushed them inward for several miles. But inevitably the weather and terrain slowed the attack, and as usual the Germans were quick to react, moving to reserve positions from which they soon halted the French advance. The following day, January 21st, General Rasp launched a series of small armor-supported counterattacks which forced the French on the defensive. But in fact, as planned in Operation Cheerful, he had committed his reserves, particularly his armor, to the south while the main French attack was about to strike from the north.


  Actually, I French Corps had done better than first realized. The attacks had alarmed Army Group Oberrhein sufficiently enough for Himmler not only to approve the commitment of the 654th Tank Destroyer Battalion and the 106th Panzer Brigade to the counterattacks, but also added the incoming 2nd Mountain Division. Yet neither General Rasp nor Reichsfuhrer Himmler believed the southern attack to be the precursor of a major offensive.


  But January 21st saw the extent of the advance of I French Corps, although General Béthouart soon shifted his main effort further east where the 9th Colonial Division had done well in the Chalampe Forest northeast of Mulhouse. Fighting would continue for the next several days, in fact until the end of the month, without significant change in the opponents’ dispositions. As feared, the French attacks were limited to the passable roads, forests or streams which dominated the terrain. The resulting slowness of the attacks allowed the Germans who were bypassed by the offensive time to withdraw to the next line of resistance in good order. Allied air support, limited by the weather, could do little to interfere.


  By the end of January, the Germans still held Cernay, and the I French Corps was five miles short of its Operation Cheerful intermediate objective, Ensisheim. General Béthouart now reported that his infantry was exhausted, his supply of artillery ammunition nearly gone, and two of his three armored battalions down to 16 and 18 tanks, respectively. Combat Command 1 alone had lost 36 tanks during the offensive, including six due to antitank mines. Efforts to interdict the German lines of supply across the Rhine with floating mines had failed.


  General de Lattre was still determined to eliminate the Colmar Pocket. To him the chance to clear southern France of German occupation, together with finally securing the historic city of Strasbourg, were more than sufficient reasons for pushing Operation Cheerful to a successful conclusion. Along with all the other reasons, straightening the line, freeing up units for a reserve, and clearing the western bank of the Rhine River, the personal reasons within the French Army ensured that the offensive would continue. Although First French Army had roughly the same number of divisions as did Nineteenth Army, General de Lattre did have significant more armor and artillery than the Germans. Yet even this advantage was threatened when the cold winter weather twice flooded the Doubs River and then froze it over, each time stopping all barge traffic along the river, which was the main supply route for the First French Army’s gasoline supply. As if to ensure that there would be no alternate available, the pumping stations along the American pipelines also froze. Nevertheless, the First French Army’s supply officers, General Granier, Colonel Cartier and Colonel Coudraux, somehow managed to eventually bring French gasoline stocks up to an eight-day level.


  Despite these and other difficulties, General de Monsabert launched his II French Corps offensive on January 22nd, as planned. He had about half the distance to move before reaching his strategic objective at Brisach as had I French Corps to the south. Supported by the 12th U.S. Tactical Air Command and the 1st French Air Corps, the attack would be led by the 2nd French Armored Division and the 3rd U.S. Infantry Division. The 5th French Armored Division was to join in the attack once the outer enemy perimeter had been breached. Yet even as these forces were moving into position for the assault, de Lattre raised once again the question of additional strength for the II French Corps assault.


  General de Lattre had personally observed the I French Corps attack. His observations convinced him, and his staff, that the attack into the teeth of a strong defense, supported by miserable weather and terrain conditions, required a stronger attack force. Knowing that II French Corps had little more than I French Corps for its attack, he again contacted his superiors in Paris for support. General Juin agreed with his concerns and suggested that de Lattre approach his American superior officers for additional units to conduct the II French Corps attack. Immediately he dispatched his Chief of Staff to General Devers with a request for another American infantry division to strengthen II French Corps. General Devers, who was closely following French progress, agreed that another division was appropriate. He telephoned SHAEF and made the request. SHAEF, however, refused an immediate answer and instead deferred a decision to the following day.


  Upon learning of the SHAEF delay in responding to his request, General de Lattre again called Paris and urged the French High Command to pressure SHAEF not only to respond to his request, but to respond positively, giving him another American division. To reinforce his request, he dispatched his Chief of Staff to Paris to deliver in person to General de Gaulle his request with a detailed justification. As time approached for the II French Corps attack to begin, he again approached Devers who soon reluctantly responded that he would not receive the requested division. SHAEF had refused his request. General de Monsabert was left with the 1st French Infantry Division, the 3rd U.S. Infantry Division reinforced with the 254th Infantry Regiment, 63rd U.S. Infantry Division, and a combat command of the 2nd French Armored Division, to begin his attack.


  


  In his memoir, General de Lattre gives General O’Daniel of the 3rd U.S. Infantry Division full credit for leading the attack. “It was O’Daniel who had fixed the time himself. For this warrior, with features that might have been carved out with an axe, all of them betraying his uncommon dynamic personality, will and energy, who had turned his division into a tool of exceptional quality, this hour was particularly evocative: in fact, at the same minute, one year earlier, the 3rd U.S. I.D. had landed at Nettuno, south of Anzio. It had travelled a long road since then, and the background was different. Snow, ice, wind and perpetual cold recalled nothing of the Mediterranean. But its fighting spirit was still the same.”¹¹


  Indeed, the 3rd Infantry had come a long way from North Africa in 1942. Before the war ended it would have fought in ten campaigns, from Algeria-French Morocco to Central Europe. More than 5,500 of its men would be killed in action and another 18,766 wounded, the highest casualty rate of any American combat division of the war. One of its commanders would rise to corps command, another to command the U.S. Fifth Army in Italy.¹² It was the most experienced and most successful combat division in the entire First French Army in late January 1945.


  The division had spent several weeks on the defensive, either garrisoning or protecting the city of Strasbourg, during Operations Nordwind and Sonnewende. During this time they fought nightly engagements with German machine gunners from across the Rhine. Wondering about their next assignment, they soon learned that it was to be with the First French Army around the Colmar Pocket. Sure enough, on December 13th, orders came to relieve the U.S. 36th Infantry Division around Colmar. A task force, organized around the 30th Infantry Regiment and 41st Field Artillery Battalion, was quickly dispatched to the new area. By December 15th, the 30th Infantry was launching its first attack against the Colmar Pocket, clearing the enemy out of a salient they had forced between the 36th Infantry Division and the 3rd Algerian Infantry Division.


  As discussed earlier, the division as a whole continued to battle around the Colmar Pocket, at Kientzheim, Sigolsheim and Bennwihr. When the German counterattack struck the 1st French Infantry Division on January 7th, the 3rd Infantry Division was forced to extend its front to cover the new ground. In order to enable them to do this, the division received the 254th Infantry Regiment of the now complete 63rd U.S. Infantry Division as a temporary attachment. Continued fighting took place throughout the rest of the month, as epitomized by the conduct of Lieutenant Colonel Ware, First Lieutenant Whiteley and Technical Sergeant Dunham related above. Fighting was constant, at a platoon or patrol level, and occurred each night.


  One such patrol included Staff Sergeant Herman F. Nevers, of Company I, 7th Infantry. While on patrol he had been captured and brought to a house in the La Baroche vicinity. As he was being questioned he remembered he had secreted a non-functioning Beretta pistol in one of his boots. He pulled the weapon and threatened his interrogators, holding them at bay until he was able to back out the door and disappear into the black of night. Outposts, including one of the 254th Infantry, were forced to withdraw when attacked by superior German forces. But the 3rd Infantry Division could also return the punishment. Lieutenant Colonel Lloyd B. Ramsey, commanding the 3rd Battalion, 7th Infantry Regiment, organized a raid by his Company L, under Captain Phillip T. Perry, to repay the German aggressiveness. Although the advance was initially halted by German mortar and machine-gun fire, Captain Perry’s men did blow up a fortified house with a satchel charge, knocking out three enemy machine guns. Alongside, Companies K and I conducted similar raids, each destroying several enemy guns.


  But the 3rd Infantry Division was an assault division, neither trained nor suited for a long defensive role. The first to withdraw from the front lines was the 7th Infantry on the night of January 17–18. Elements of the 254th Infantry and the 290th Engineer (Combat) Battalion covered the withdrawal and temporarily took over the positions of the 7th Infantry. While the 254th Infantry held the division’s right flank, elements of the 28th Infantry Division began moving in alongside, in preparation for the coming offensive. By January 20th, the 3rd Infantry Division had been fully replaced on the front lines by the 28th Infantry Division. Preparations to launch the new attack on Colmar began immediately. All armored and combat vehicles were painted white. Mattress covers, sheets, pillowcases, and anything available in white were turned into camouflage clothing for the infantry. In the limited time available, units were trained in small-unit problems, speed marches, weapons training, field firing, night problems, river crossing techniques and use of German weapons. The Division’s 10th Engineer (Combat) Battalion assembled bridging equipment.


  The 3rd Infantry Division faced the Fecht River, thus making a river crossing one of its first tasks in the coming attack. Any and all intelligence about the river and its environment were quickly gathered, including the width, steepness of the banks, swiftness of the water and anything else pertinent. The best enemy order of battle intelligence available listed the 748th Volksgrenadier Regiment, reinforced with a battalion of the 760th Volksgrenadier Regiment, both from the 708th Volksgrenadier Division, as the initial opponents. Elements of the 728th Volksgrenadier Regiment, from the same division, were believed to be in the area as well. Weather, as it had been for months, was miserable, with an average daylight temperature resting at 14 degrees Fahrenheit (10 degrees centigrade). At night it dropped much lower. Constant exposure to these temperatures, combined with the ever-present dampness, snow, icy wind and mud combined to significantly increase non-battle casualties.


  The division’s objectives were clearly laid out. First, it was to seize Colmar and block access to the Fecht Valley west of Turckheim. Second, it was to assist the 5th French Armored Division’s drive to capture Neuf-Brisach. General O’Daniel was to be prepared to accomplish either one or both of these objectives depending on how the attack developed. Reinforced with elements of the 756th Tank Battalion, the 601st Tank Destroyer Battalion, the 99th Chemical Mortar Battalion and the 441st Automatic Antiaircraft Weapons Battalion (Self-Propelled), the division was to spearhead the attack in its sector. Separate missions were assigned to each of the three task forces, formed around the 30th Infantry, the 7th Infantry and the 254th Infantry Regiments. The 15th Infantry task force was to follow the 30th Infantry and be available for future assignments as the division reserve. French II Corps artillery was in support. Combat Command 4 of the 5th French Armored Division was also attached to the 3rd Infantry Division for this attack. On the left the 1st French Infantry Division would join the attack. January 22, 1945, was spent in moving up the assault units and bridging equipment into position for the attack, which was scheduled to launch three hours after darkness fell.
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  Major General Frank William Milburn had been born in Jasper, Indiana, on January 11, 1892, and commissioned into the Infantry from West Point in 1914. He spent World War I in the Panama Canal Zone before instructing at the Infantry School and the University of Montana. After graduating from the Command and General Staff School in 1933 he taught there until 1938 when he became the operations officer for the 8th Infantry Division. Promoted to Brigadier General in February 1942, and Major General in September of the same year, he was appointed commanding ceneral of the 83rd Infantry Division in August 1942. He led this division in training until January 1944, when he was appointed to command the newly raised XXI Corps. Upon arrival in France late in 1944, General Milburn’s Corps had been used as a temporary command for the units which SHAEF had been holding in reserve for the 6th Army Group. It was about to become a combat command.


  Meanwhile the battle continued. Launching his attack as scheduled on January 22nd, General de Monsabert’s II French Corps made some good initial progress. General Thumm, commanding LXIV Corps, had noted the reinforcement of the 3rd Infantry Division with what he believed to be the entire 63rd Infantry Division, but had little in the way of options to meet the coming offensive. His orders remained to hold the Erstein Salient, and there were no forces to reinforce him. Exercising his only choice, he ordered the 708th Volksgrenadier Division to hold only a thin front line west of the Ill River, keeping the rest of the force available for strong counterattacks. He strengthened his front with the addition of the 280th Assault Gun Battalion with about a dozen of the heavy Mark V Jagdpanthers, along with some tanks and assault guns. But he still lacked infantry to hold a stronger front line or to adequately support the armored reserve.


  Across the front line General O’Daniel used the arrival of the 28th Infantry Division to rest his troops before the start of the attack. He also integrated his attached armor with his assault elements. O’Daniel planned a successive attack with his four regiments. Each of them was to push forward east for a few miles, then turn off to the south for another few miles. Behind the first regiment, the second would then take over the eastward push, again for a few miles, before similarly pushing south. This would successively involve all four regiments, the 7th, 15th, 30th and 254th Infantry Regiments. The idea was to sidestep the entire 3rd Infantry Division south to the Colmar Canal. This would hopefully open a way for the 5th French Armored Division to launch its strike on Neuf-Brisach. Behind and alongside, the 28th Infantry Division would extend its front as the 3rd Infantry Division moved south, allowing the latter to keep up the pressure on the German defenders. It was also hoped that this maneuver would deceive the Germans into thinking that the objective was the city of Colmar, and not the actual target of the bridges and ferry sites at Neuf-Briscach. The 3rd Infantry Division’s operations plan was known as “Operation Grandslam.” Colonel John A. Heintges and his 7th Infantry Regiment would lead off the attack.


  Initially the attack went well. The 7th Infantry spent the next several days clearing the forests and villages around the Fecht and Ill Rivers, rolling up the thin defenses General Thumm had left to screen his main force. However the fighting was intense, even though the defenses were relatively thin. When Private First Class Jose F. Valdez and Company B, 7th Infantry, came to the town of Rosenkrantz on January 25th, they stopped to set up temporary defenses. Together with five other soldiers, Pfc Valdez manned an outpost forward of the main company defenses. The Utah native and his buddies were suddenly attacked in great strength, one of General Thumm’s planned counterattacks designed to stop or at least slow the American advance. As he fought from a stand of woods some 500 yards ahead of the American lines, Valdez saw an enemy tank about 75 yards from his position. He concentrated his automatic weapons fire on the tank, forcing it to withdraw. Soon he saw three German soldiers approaching the woods unseen by the other Americans. Disregarding his personal safety he left his covered position and engaged in a fierce firefight with the attacking Germans, killing all three. Then suddenly two companies of enemy infantry attacked the outpost. The patrol was hit by intense enemy fire from automatic weapons and rifle fire. Soon the enemy began to encircle the American patrol and the patrol leader ordered a withdrawal. Despite the incredible odds, Valdez volunteered to cover the withdrawal of the patrol. He set up his automatic weapon to cover the others as one-by-one they ran the gauntlet of enemy fire between them and the American lines. Three of the escaping Americans were wounded but made it to safety. Valdez was seriously wounded in the stomach, but despite the agonizing pain remained at his position, covering the withdrawal. When all of the others had reached safety he took a field telephone and called in artillery and mortar fire on the attacking Germans. He called the artillery in close, to within 50 yards of his own position. For the next 15 minutes he refused to be moved by the attacking enemy troops until, seeing the enemy retreat, he dragged himself back to American lines. Private First Class Valdez later died of his wounds. For his actions on January 25, 1945, he was awarded a Posthumous Medal of Honor.¹


  To the left of the 7th Infantry, the 30th Infantry attacked as well. Colonel Lionel C. McGarr’s regiment crossed the Fecht with Lieutenant Colonel Mackenzie E. Porter’s 1st Battalion on the left and the 3rd Battalion of Major Robert B. Pridgen on the right. Opposition in this sector was light and the 1st Battalion crossed the Ill River by daybreak. The 3rd Battalion had more opposition, in the form of a deadly minefield and two enemy strongpoints at Niederwald, which slowed its advance. Nevertheless by midday Major Pridgen’s men had seized the bridge at Maison Rouge. This was to develop into one of the more important advances of the day.


  Hoping to capture the bridge intact, the division engineers had brought along a Treadway bridge to reinforce the meager wooden structure at Maison Rouge. The idea was to get the attached armor from Lieutenant Colonel Glenn F. Rogers’ 756th Tank Battalion over the water obstacle as soon as possible. Unfortunately, despite acquiring all the Treadway bridge material they could, when the engineers reached the site they found themselves just 15 feet short of enough bridging material. With traffic heavy over the only supply road behind the advancing Americans, the engineers had little choice but to build the Treadway bridge over the stream next to the wooden bridge. The Treadway, when completed, had a 15-foot hole in the middle. Orders came down to get the armor across whatever the risk. Accordingly, the engineers reinforced the center span of the bridge until they believed it would hold armor. This was made even more urgent by messages from the 1st Battalion which reported hearing movements of enemy armor just beyond their position around Riedwihr, and later again from Riedwihr Woods. Sightings of German armored vehicles soon followed.


  The first tank moved onto the Treadway Bridge. Although shaky, the engineers decided the bridge was strong enough to hold the weight. As the tank approached the center of the bridge and reached the weak center, it broke through. The tank fell into the stream, sticking out of the water. The crew escaped. Just as the engineers pondered what their next step might be a truck pulled up carrying the missing section of the Treadway Bridge. The gap was quickly filled.


  


  Hill 216 was a thorn in the side of the 3rd Infantry Division. It had been held by the Germans for some time, forming a salient into the American lines. Attacks directed against the hill had failed, but now as a part of the general offensive the 254th Infantry Regiment drew the assignment of clearing it. Protected by minefields, barbed wire, antitank guns and machine guns, the hill presented a formidable obstacle. Nevertheless, by noon on the first day of the offensive the 254th Infantry had cleared the hill and driven the Germans south. The reduction of this enemy obstacle on the flank of the American attack relieved a major threat to its success and deprived the Germans of an excellent observation post to observe the attack.


  The 254th Infantry then cleared its area to the south, reaching the Weiss River and capturing a bridge spanning the Fecht. There it joined with the 7th Infantry and took possession of the area between the Fecht and Weiss Rivers. This resulted in some heavy fighting and the 254th Infantry was forced to commit both its 1st and 3rd Battalions to the fight. The determined German defenders soon made the fight a yard-by-yard advance, slowing the Americans’ forward momentum. The fighting remained bitter and bloody all day.


  Indeed, after the initial success breaking through General Thumm’s thin outer crust of defenses, the advance slowed due to increasing resistance and repeated counterattacks, as planned by the LXIV Corps commander. Weather and terrain conditions made matters worse for the Americans. Colonel McGarr’s men, for example, carried in addition to their standard M-1 rifles, four bandoleers of ammunition, three fragmentation grenades and one white phosphorous grenade, plus a day’s worth of rations, a blanket, a shelter half and personal possessions. The below-freezing temperature required heavy clothing as well as the white camouflage snow suits nearly all the infantrymen now wore. Often just walking forward was an effort for the average soldier.


  The terrain along the Ill River was open and generally good tank country. Fields stretched off in most directions for miles. Beyond the fields lay some forested zones and then the towns of Riedwihr and Holtzwihr, both intermediate objectives of the attack. After pausing for an expected German counterattack which failed to materialize, Colonel McGarr ordered the advance renewed. The 1st Battalion was directed on Riedwihr and Riedwihr Woods while the 3rd Battalion was to move past them and take Holtzwihr. The 1st Battalion would remain behind the 3rd Battalion as a reserve. Armored support was still stalled at the Treadway bridge. Colonel McGarr had already received communications from General O’Daniel impressing upon him the need for speed in the attack. O’Daniel wanted the 30th Infantry across the Colmar Canal by the following evening.


  There was no time to delay, allowing the engineers to finish the armored bridge. The attack had to continue. Pressed by General O’Daniel, Colonel McGarr ordered his advance battalions to proceed to their objectives while the situation at the Maison Rouge bridges was still being worked out. Almost immediately both battalions walked into trouble. The position of the two advance battalions was like a finger poking into the German’s defenses, and they were not about to ignore the threat.


  Companies I and K moved towards Holtzwihr against initially light opposition. First Lieutenants Darwyn E. Walker and Ross H. Calvert led their respective Companies I and K, without armored support, into the town. Ten enemy tanks and additional tank destroyers, supported by 100 enemy soldiers, also moved into the town and to the southeast from the opposite direction. Quickly organizing a defense the two companies were soon split up into several isolated pockets of resistance. The tanks and tank destroyers opened fire with their main guns and machine guns, forcing the Americans to seek cover and halting any advance. The Americans could not dig into the frozen ground. Moreover, the ground was completely flat, offering no terrain behind which they could shelter nor set up points of resistance. Not even artillery support was available, as the artillery forward observer had yet to establish contact with his supporting artillery batteries. The 3rd Battalion, 30th Infantry, had no choice but to retreat back to the Ill River where the riverbanks at least offered some shelter and concealment. Desperate efforts at covering the withdrawal, led by Lieutenants Walker and Calvert, who were never seen again, made losses less than would have been expected.² At least one group of about 30 men managed to hold their position in the Orbach streambed, which lay several hundred yards east of the Ill River, until they were relieved by the renewed attack the next morning.


  Nor did the 1st Battalion fare any better. Just as its leading elements were about to reach the town of Riedwihr, a similar German counterattack hit them. Like its sister battalion, the 1st Battalion, 30th Infantry had no cover, no armor, no defensive positions, and were completely exposed on the table-flat terrain. They, too, had to withdraw. Even Major James L. Osgard’s 2nd Battalion, technically in reserve, was hit by an armored counterattack after it crossed the Ill River and entered the edge of the Colmar Forest. Altogether the 30th Infantry Regiment lost about 350 men, mostly captured, during this abortive advance. By the end of January 23rd, only a handful of men under Lieutenant Colonel MacKenzie Porter and Captain William F. Stucky protected the vulnerable bridgehead over the aptly named Ill River at Maison Rouge.³


  Urgent calls went out for tents, stoves, blankets, clothes and coffee for the two shattered battalions. Most of the regiment had been exposed to the freezing waters of the Ill during the withdrawal, and needed these items to prevent them from becoming “non-battle” casualties during the frigid night. But the morale of the regiment remained strong, and soon the troops were reorganizing and manning defensive positions along the river, supported this time by their attached armor. Not far away, the 7th Infantry Regiment was also briefly threatened with counterattack by a strong enemy force before American artillery support drove it off.


  With the 30th Infantry temporarily out of the picture, the call went next to Lieutenant Colonel Hallett D. Edson’s 15th Infantry Regiment. The 3rd Battalion, 15th Infantry, crossed the Ill River in order to seize a bridgehead around Maison Rouge which in turn would protect the engineers still trying to get an armor-bearing bridge across that river. Enemy tanks had moved as close as a quarter mile to the bridge site and were firing directly on it with their main guns. Only the presence of American tanks and tank destroyers on the west bank prevented them from moving in close enough to ensure destruction of the essential bridges. Moving forward at 3 a. m. in the morning, the 3rd Battalion rescued several men from the 30th Infantry who had remained on the east side of the river, and then moved forward until the bridge site and a vital crossroads were secured. Company I was assigned to protect the crossroads and did so for several hours until counterattacked by 13 enemy tanks supported by infantry. Like the 30th Infantry, the 15th Infantry had no tank support, the bridge at Maison Rouge still not having been completed. Once again it was Company I, this time of the 15th Infantry, which was overrun, losing a platoon captured and many others killed, some while trying to surrender. The 3rd Battalion, 15th Infantry, withdrew to the river. The 1st Battalion, 15th Infantry, was about to join in the attack when the 3rd Battalion was forced back. American tank and tank destroyer fire, from elements of the 756th Tank Battalion and 601st Tank Destroyer Battalion, prevented the Germans from getting close enough to completely destroy the bridges.


  After reorganizing, the 1st Battalion again jumped off at noon. This time they reached the woods northeast of Riedwihr where enemy tanks and infantry were discovered. Without armor, they were forced out of the woods. But their advance had somewhat secured the bridgehead at Maison Rouge, and the engineers worked at full speed to finish the vital bridge over the Ill. While they worked German propaganda leaflets were dropped on them, advising them that the entire complement of Company I, 30th Infantry, had been captured, including First Lieutenant Darwyn E. Walker.


  Meanwhile two American tanks and a tank destroyer had managed to cross the river, and in the afternoon of January 24th charged down against the Germans threatening the bridges. They were promptly knocked out by German tanks. For the rest of the day the battle for the bridgehead continued. But finally, the attack of the 1st Battalion, 15th Infantry, this time finally supported by American armor, made a difference. The beleaguered bridgehead was relieved. However, intelligence reports from the forward elements of the 15th and 7th Infantry Regiments now indicated the presence of additional enemy forces, these being fresh troops from the 2nd Mountain Division, just arriving from Norway. Reports from the neighboring I French Corps confirmed these identifications.


  Lieutenant Colonel Edson’s regiment renewed the delayed advance on Riedwihr, Holtzwihr and the Colmar Canal. The back and forth fighting which typified the struggle at Maison Rouge continued throughout the rest of the month. The advancing Americans found the Germans deployed in depth, counterattacking whenever and wherever it suited them. But they lacked the strength to halt the advance, able only to slow it, sometimes to push it back a mile or two. Meanwhile, behind the 15th Infantry General O’Daniel was “slipping” the 254th Infantry Regiment behind Lieutenant Colonel Edson and directing it on the next major objective, the town of Jebsheim.


  Even while the 15th Infantry was advancing on Riedwihr and the 254th Infantry on Jebsheim, the Germans struck back again. Major Kenneth B. Potter’s 1st Battalion, 15th Infantry, had attacked into the woods west of Riedwihr, supported by the 2nd Battalion of Lieutenant Colonel Eugene F. Salet. The fighting had been vicious and bloody, fighting literally described as “tree-to-tree.” After advancing some 600 yards into the woods, the battalion’s ammunition ran out. Major Potter stopped the advance until more could be brought forward. This was accomplished by 2:00 a.m. and the attack was resumed. Meanwhile the 2nd Battalion had also exhausted all of its ammunition, but by daylight the next morning had reached its objective at the south edge of the woods. Beyond the woods, the 3rd Battalion, 15th Infantry, had reached the outer edge of the town of Riedwihr and soon had the Germans cleared out. The attack of the 254th Infantry on Jebsheim had been halted by fierce enemy resistance.


  It was at this juncture that the German attack struck. The 1st and 2nd Battalions, 15th Infantry, were holding a front line along the edges of the Le Schmallholtz and Brunnwald Woods, with the Riedwihr Woods behind them to the north. These positions dominated the town of Holtzwihr to the south, one of the last German strongholds in the area. Intent on stopping or driving the Americans back, a strong force of German infantry supported by tanks struck the 1st Battalion, 15th Infantry, on the west side of the Riedwihr Woods. Company B, commanded by 1st Lieutenant Audie L. Murphy, was quickly overrun.


  


  Lieutenant Colonel Keith L. Ware who, as described earlier had recently earned the Medal of Honor, was the Executive Officer of the 15th Infantry during this attack. He would later remark “Control [of Bois de Riedwihr] had been wrested from the enemy at a heavy cost in blood. Its possession was of cardinal importance. Accordingly, on the afternoon of January 26th, the enemy launched a determined counterattack, hurling two companies and six heavy tanks at Company B’s position in an effort to retake the woods at any cost.”⁴ Another observer of the coming action, 1st Lieutenant Walter W. Weispfenning, a Field Artillery forward observer, remembered, “The woods were sparse and there was practically no underbrush. I could see everything that happened. The kraut tanks rumbled past Murphy’s position, passing within 50 yards of him and firing at him as they went by. They did not want to close in for the kill because they wanted to give our tank destroyer, which was burning but not in flames, as wide a berth as possible. While we tried to hold off the tanks with directed artillery fire and bazooka rockets, the German infantry line, consisting of two full-strength companies of 125 men each, surged across the open meadow in a wide arc. They fired at Murphy with machine pistols and rifles as they advanced. Then I saw Lieutenant Murphy do the bravest thing that I had ever seen a man do in combat. With the Germans only a hundred yards away and still moving up on him, he climbed into the slowly burning tank destroyer and began firing the .50-caliber machine gun at the Krauts. He was completely exposed and silhouetted against the background of bare trees and snow, with a fire under him that threatened to blow the destroyer to bits if it reached the gasoline and ammunition. Eighty-eight millimeter shells, machine-gun, machine-pistol and rifle fire crashed all about him. Standing on top of the tank destroyer, Murphy raked the approaching enemy force with machinegun fire. Twelve Germans, stealing up a ditch to flank him from his right, were killed in the gully at 50-yard range by concentrated fire from his machine gun. Twice the tank destroyer he was standing on was hit by artillery fire and the Lieutenant was enveloped in clouds of smoke and spurts of flame. His clothing was torn and riddled by flying shell fragments and bits of rock. Bullets ricocheted off the tank destroyer as the enemy concentrated the full fury of his fire on this one-man strongpoint.”⁵


  Sergeant Elmer C. Brawley was also present and added his recollections: “The enemy tanks, meanwhile, returned because Lieutenant Murphy had held up the supporting infantry and they were apparently loath to advance further without infantry support. These tanks added their murderous fire to that of the kraut artillery and small-arms fire that showered the Lieutenant’s position without stopping. The German infantrymen got within ten yards of the Lieutenant, who killed them in the draws, in the meadows, in the woods—wherever he saw them. Though wounded and covered with soot and dirt which must have obscured his vision at times, he held the enemy at bay, killing and wounding at least 35 during the next hour. Lieutenant Murphy, worn out and bleeding profusely then limped forward through a continuing hail of fire and brought the company forward. Refusing to be evacuated, he led us in a strong attack against the enemy, dislodging the Germans from the whole area. When the fight was over, he allowed his wound to be treated on the field.”⁶ For his leadership and personal gallantry on January 26, 1945, First Lieutenant Audie L. Murphy, of Texas, was awarded the Medal of Honor.⁷


  Nearby, the 2nd Battalion, 15th Infantry, had also been attacked that afternoon. Once again tanks supported by infantry struck north from Holtzwihr and hit the battalion at its lines on the edge of the forest. But this time fortune favored the Americans, and their artillery blasted the German attack just as it began. Further, for once the weather was clear and sunny, if only briefly. But that break in the clouds allowed Allied aircraft to blast the German assembly areas in Holtzwihr. Typically, just as the Germans withdrew, leaving many casualties on the field, the clouds closed in again.


  


  At Jebsheim the 254th Infantry encountered strong resistance as well. A pillbox some 500 yards north of the town held up the 1st Battalion, 254th Infantry, until it could be reduced. The following day, January 27th, the battalion entered Jebsheim and heavy house-to-house fighting resulted, lasting well into the following morning. Meanwhile the regiment’s 3rd Battalion cleared the Jabsheim Woods from the south, fighting against prepared enemy positions. The 109th Infantry Regiment, 28th Infantry Division, now relieved the 7th Infantry Regiment, which had been attacking for the past five days.


  Coordinating with French units on its right, the 30th Infantry returned to the attack, determined to cross the Colmar Canal. Striking southwest from Riedwihr it cleared Holtzwihr and Wickerschwihr by noon on January 27th and allowed the 5th French Armored Division to advance to Jebsheim where the 254th Infantry was still clearing die-hard German defenders out of the southern portion of the town. This town, which was one of several fortified towns supporting the German main line of north-south communications, was strongly defended to the last house. The 254th Infantry would later report taking more than 1,000 prisoners in this attack. Meanwhile, the 15th and 30th Infantry Regiments cleared all German opposition from north of the Colmar Canal.


  On the 3rd Infantry Division’s right flank the 28th Infantry Division was also advancing. On January 29th, the “Bloody Bucket” Division began a major drive to the east to cover the right flank of General O’Daniel’s division with its 109th and 110th Infantry Regiments. Unlike the 3rd Infantry Division, the 28th found less serious resistance in front of them. Still in the foothills of the Vosges Mountains, the division’s opposition was considerably weaker than that to the left. Lieutenant Colonel James E. Rudder, who had formerly led a Ranger Battalion in Normandy and was now commanding the 109th Infantry Regiment, noted that while his opponents were well trained and physically fit, they had little interest in continuing the war. He attributed this to the fact that most of his prisoners were Austrians, who “had little enthusiasm for Hitler’s war.”⁸ His report also indicated that, “They had a tendency to desert and give up in groups. Morale of prisoners is fair to poor.”⁹ Colonel Rudder’s men also found that the Germans facing them were vulnerable to night attacks because they had been led to believe that the Americans never attacked at night. Every night operation conducted by the 109th Infantry Regiment was successful and cost few casualties. In the first week of action the regiment took more than 70 prisoners at the cost of one American killed in action. At one point later in the campaign, Company I of the 109th Infantry Regiment attacked some enemy trenches, only to find them empty. Nearby a Sherman tank rolled up to an enemy machine gun position to find the crew standing with raised hands, ready to surrender. Even behind the front, Germans did not resist as they had in previous months. When the mortar company of the 109th Infantry was looking for a spot to set up their weapons, just behind the front lines, they “found 17 enemy soldiers just waiting to surrender.”¹⁰


  On the night of January 29–30, 1945, General O’Daniel sent his 7th and 15th Infantry Regiments across the Colmar Canal, where they joined the waiting 30th Infantry Regiment. The three regiments continued the drive south for several miles, uncovering crossing sites for the oncoming 5th French Armored Division. General Henri de Vernejoul’s division moved up to the sites and began crossing. By this time the City of Colmar had been outflanked on the east, while the attached 254th Infantry Regiment was advancing directly on the Rhone-Rhine Canal and the Rhine River itself. Now supported by French armor, the 7th and 15th Infantry Regiments turned south and drove toward Neuf-Brisach. But the advance, which had driven a major wedge into General Rasp’s defenses, now came to a halt.


  The reason was simple exhaustion. The spearhead units, the 3rd Infantry Division and attached 254th Infantry Regiment, had run out of men. Most of the rifle companies were down to perhaps 30 men per company, less than an average platoon at full strength. For the moment, at least, the offensive had been halted due to exhaustion and lack of reinforcements.


  General Devers had feared this would happen from the beginning. He believed that the First French Army, including the attached American units, simply did not have the strength needed to bring the offensive fully to conclusion. French advances had been less successful than the American, but for much the same reasons, physical exhaustion and lack of sufficient manpower. Carefully monitoring the advance, General Devers had become more alarmed when he reviewed the heavy ammunition expenditures and casualties during the early weeks of the attack. Already leaning in that direction, he now was convinced that more American troops were needed to finalize the elimination of the Colmar Pocket. Suffering under another three feet of snow, which slowed everything about the offensive, he now awaited two more promised American infantry divisions from SHAEF. Wishing to be sure that the next attack would have sufficient power to clear the Colmar Pocket once and for all, he ordered General Milburn’s XXI Corps to move up and take command of the three American infantry divisions which would be included in the next attack. Further, he ordered the 12th Armored to move up in close reserve to the XXI Corps once it moved into the front lines. Milburn was also to control the 5th French Armored Division, while General Leclerc’s 2nd French Armored Division remained with General de Monsabert.


  General Devers was pleased with the performance of O’Daniel and his 3rd Infantry Division. It would again lead the next drive against Colmar after resting and receiving replacements for its many casualties. Under General Milburn’s command the 3rd, 28th and 75th Infantry Divisions would spearhead the next attack, heavily reinforced with armor from the 5th French Armored Division. While General O’Daniel’s division led the attack, General Cota’s 28th Infantry Division and the 75th Infantry Division under Major General Ray E. Porter would protect the southern flanks.¹¹


  The 75th Infantry Division was another unit which had suffered heavily during the recently concluded Battle of the Bulge. Organized on April 15, 1943, it had trained at Fort Leonard Wood in Missouri and participated in maneuvers in Louisiana before leaving New York on November 14, 1944. It arrived in England later that month and was then sent to France, where it landed on December 13, 1944. Two days later the German Ardennes Offensive struck and the division was rushed forward to take up a defensive line along the Ourthe River. There the division engaged in heavy combat before relieving the 82nd Airborne Division along the Salm River, from which it launched a counterattack on January 15th. The division seized the towns of Sâlmchateau, Bech and the Grand Bois. Additional attacks secured the town of Aldringen on January 24th, after which the division was transferred to 6th Army Group in Alsace. It arrived on January 28, 1945, just as the first phase of Operation Cheerful was ending. Because of its recent losses in the Ardennes, the division was assigned a supporting role in the second phase of the offensive.


  In fact none of the American units, or the French units for that matter, was fully up to strength in either men or equipment. The 12th Armored Division, held in reserve, was still smarting from its recent combat at Herrlisheim where it had lost an entire tank battalion and much of an armored infantry battalion. Regardless, the attack would continue as soon as sufficient men and ammunition had been integrated into the attacking units of XXI Corps. First French Army commander General de Lattre planned to renew the offensive on February 1, 1945.


  


  The situation across the front lines was also rapidly changing. Army Group G received a new commander on January 29th. General Paul Hausser, an experienced Waffen SS officer, took command of all forces, including Army Group Oberrhein. General Blaskowitz was sent to command Army Group H in Holland. Heinrich Himmler was relieved of command of Army Group Oberrhein and sent to another command on the Eastern Front by Hitler. Thus, all of the defenders on the Western front were once more under the overall command of Field Marshal Gerd von Rundstedt.


  Even before General Hausser arrived, Army Group G had concluded that holding the Colmar Pocket was no longer vital to the German effort at this stage of the war. Clearly the current Allied attacks (“Operation Cheerful”) were designed to cut off the Nineteenth Army within the pocket and destroy it. The Erstein salient was already in danger of being isolated and destroyed. The German command staff came to the conclusion that at the very least the Erstein salient be evacuated, but preferably that the entire Colmar Pocket be evacuated and the troops used elsewhere. Hitler remained unconvinced, but did agree on January 28th to evacuate the Erstein salient, but not the rest of the pocket. With this conclusion von Rundstedt agreed, believing mistakenly that an Allied offensive in the Saar basin would be delayed or weakened by the need to attack the Colmar Pocket.


  German intelligence on the Allied forces attacking the Colmar Pocket was seriously in error during these days. They had failed to identify the American reinforcements which had arrived until they were already in combat. They also continued to believe that the Franco-American objective was a drive from Selestat to Marckolsheim, then to the Rhine which would isolate the Erstein salient and secure a starting point for the seizure of the Neuf-Brisach bridges. They failed to identify General de Lattre’s plan for a double envelopment, instead deciding that the French were simply hitting the pocket on all sides, looking for a weak spot in the defenses.


  Within the pocket General Rasp had authorized his two corps commanders to withdraw some battle groups from the Vosges Mountains to reinforce the main battlefront. This was probably why the 28th Infantry Division did not experience the strong defenses faced by the 3rd Infantry Division during the early phases of Operation Cheerful. In any case, the resulting mix of units seriously disorganized the German 16th Volksgrenadier Division and the 189th and 338th Infantry Divisions within the pocket. The infusion of many service and supply units into the battle groups further disrupted German organization. As the 2nd Mountain Division arrived, it too was fed piecemeal into the front, adding more confusion to the mix. Further evidence of this mixture of units was verified by the 3rd Infantry Division which reported prisoners from Battle Group Diemer, the 235th Engineer Battalion, the 40th Panzer Grenadier Regiment and the 137th Mountain Infantry Regiment, all taken on its front.¹² The result of this confusion was also evidenced when General Thumm had tried to organize a counterattack against the American attack across the Colmar Canal. He had available a few battalions from the 189th Infantry Division, a single battalion from the 198th Infantry Division, which even then was leaving the Erstein Salient, and another battalion from the 2nd Mountain Division. Not surprisingly, the resulting attack was uncoordinated and ineffective.


  It was not until January 30th that the German commanders, von Rundstedt, Hauser and Rasp, began to understand that the Allied attack was aimed directly for the bridges at Neuf-Brisach and not for any intermediate objective. Even then they did not understand that the French attacks were aimed at a double envelopment. But it was too little and too late. By this time they had no reserves. There were no means left to stop a renewed American attack. They could not even send reinforcements to those units in the path of the Franco-American spearheads. Despite these known handicaps, Army Group G ordered General Rasp on January 30th to make his main mission the survival of the Colmar Pocket for as long as possible. At the same time he was authorized to withdraw his forces from the Vosges front, leaving only a thin screen of reconnaissance detachments to hold the mountain passes. The Nineteenth Army was to concentrate its power on the northern and southern shoulders of the pocket in order to hold the Rhine bridgehead.


  General Rasp wasted no time. He immediately ordered all units in the Vosges Mountains to evacuate, along with any organic transportation, all heavy equipment and support installations. The support facilities were ordered back across the Rhine. Whatever reinforcements he could scrape up from this withdrawal he ordered to positions which protected his two major bridge sites. How much longer he could delay the inevitable destruction of the Colmar Pocket remained an open question. The German High Command, however, refused to authorize a withdrawal across the Rhine.


  


  General de Lattre did not intend to give the Germans time to reorganize their defenses, even had they the means to do so. His renewed offensive was launched on February 1, 1945, and was soon showing considerable success. General Milburn’s XXI Corps led off the attack using the 3rd Infantry Division. Relieved in its former positions by the 75th Infantry Division, General O’Daniel’s men launched the main attack. The division’s three regiments had been grouped south of the Colmar Canal, which they crossed using rubber boats at night, and once again attacked east and south, slipping the 30th Infantry to the Rhone-Rhine Canal, supported by tanks from the 5th French Armored Division. With the 254th Infantry Regiment in reserve, the rest of the division attacked directly towards Neuf-Brisach. Division artillery fired over 16,000 rounds of preparatory fire to clear the way. In the first three hours of the advance, the 441st Automatic Antiaircraft Artillery Battalion fired more than 22,000 rounds of 50-caliber ammunition to cover the advancing troops. Despite all this support, the infantrymen were still surprised by the lack of serious enemy opposition as they advanced. Bridging equipment was quickly brought up and placed over the canal.


  The advance encountered resistance in some towns, notably Bischwihr, but nowhere did it last long enough to seriously hinder the general advance. When the 2nd Battalion, 7th Infantry Regiment came up against the town of Wihr-en-Plaine, enemy tank and small-arms fire briefly halted the advance. Companies F and G entered the town in the early morning hours and encountered two German tank destroyers. The two companies, and the battalion headquarters company with the battalion commander, Major Jack M. Duncan, were soon under enemy fire. Private First Class Joseph L. Bale launched a phenomenal 500-foot shot with his bazooka which knocked out one of the enemy armored vehicles. The rest fled as the battalion renewed its attack.


  Fierce fighting also took place outside the town for the remainder of the day. Nearby the 254th Infantry attacked south from Jebsheim to reach both the Colmar Canal and the Rhone-Rhine Canal. They passed back to the prisoner of war cages some 575 enemy prisoners. Elements of Combat Command 5, 5th French Armored Division, attacked and cleared Urschemheim during the afternoon after a bitter three-hour fight. During the late afternoon several small enemy counterattacks were mounted against the 15th and 30th Infantry Regiments, but all were soon turned back by American artillery fire.


  Combat Command 5 soon pushed on from Urschenheim to Durtenentzen where after another hard fought battle, which cost the French nine tanks, the town was cleared. Nearby the 2nd Battalion, 7th Infantry, and Combat Command 4 of the 5th French Armored Division, attacked Horbourg at noon on January 31st. The fighting within the town remained difficult, the Germans refusing to surrender ground to the Allied forces. For the next three and a half hours the battle continued, at the end of which the Allies held only half the town and were still fighting house to house. The French armor decided to push through the town, and soon retreating Germans were spotted beyond it. These groups were immediately taken under artillery fire. By midnight the town was cleared of enemy troops.


  At this point the 15th and 30th Infantry Regiments were concentrated on clearing all enemy forces from west of the Rhone-Rhine Canal, which ran north from Neuf-Brisach. Attacking with armored support, Company B, 15th Infantry, Lieutenant Murphy’s old unit, knocked out two enemy tanks as it advanced towards a bridge over the Rhone-Rhine Canal. Nearby the 3rd battalion, 30th Infantry found itself being counterattacked by two tanks supported by 40 infantrymen. The attack was beaten off and the advance resumed.


  The 7th Infantry was now relieved from the front lines during the night of January 31–February 1 by elements of the 75th Infantry Division. It was then marched to the Rhone-Rhine Canal at the town of Artzenheim, which had been taken by the 1st French Infantry Division. The 7th Infantry was to attack south from Artzenheim towards Neuf-Brisach and the two bridges across the Rhine nearby. The attack began at 3:00 a.m. on the morning of February 2nd, with the 2nd and 3rd Battalions, 7th Infantry, attacking together. Three hours later Company I had reached the northern edge of the town of Kunzheim. Here the 2nd Battalion became involved in a firefight at the town of Baltzenheim. Both battalions fought to clear their respective towns, which they did by 9:00 a.m. Directly ahead lay the town of Biesheim, and then Neuf-Brisach.


  Supported by the 30th Infantry’s attack on the nearby Schaeferwald woods, the 7th Infantry attacked, followed by the 15th Infantry, which came up to enlarge the attacking front. The attack continued through the night of February 1–2 and entered Biesheim at 4:00 a.m. Just as the Americans cleared the town the 2nd Battalion walked into an ambush. An enemy force outnumbering the Americans launched a strong attack with artillery, mortar, machine gun and small-arms fire. The attack hit the flanks of the surprised battalion, which forced the infantrymen to run for cover into some nearby ditches. They found these ditches already occupied by enemy riflemen. Hand-to-hand combat quickly became general as the battle went on. Included amongst the American group was Technician 5th Grade Forrest E. Peden, a forward artillery observer from the division’s 10th Field Artillery Battalion. Taking cover with the infantry in the ditches, Technician Peden observed two wounded soldiers and gave them first aid despite being under direct enemy fire. With his radio knocked out, he understood that his unit could be destroyed unless help could be obtained, and quickly. Deciding to obtain this aid, he ran 800 yards through enemy artillery, mortar and machine gun fire to the battalion command post. Several bullets pierced his jacket as he made the treacherous journey. At the command post he found two light tanks and directed them to go back to the aid of his buddies in the ditches. Knowing the risk he took, he mounted one of the tanks and, fully exposed, guided it to the continuing battle. The tank passed though a murderous hail of enemy gunfire until it reached the ditch. Just as it was about to go into action, the enemy scored a direct hit on the tank. It began to burn, and the shell killed Technician Peden. But his actions had guided the rest of the battalion to the battle and the embattled troops were soon relieved. For his actions on February 3, 1945, Technician 5th Grade Forrest E. Peden, of Kansas, was awarded a posthumous Medal of Honor.¹³


  The battles around Biesheim took the rest of the day, and at the end another 400 enemy soldiers were sent back to the POW cages. That night, February 4th, patrols from Company A of the 30th Infantry, reconnoitered the outskirts of Neuf-Brisach, encountering several enemy pillboxes, two of which they destroyed. For the next few days the division cleared up its area just outside of Neuf-Brisach. Occasional holdouts, such as the German group holding Fort Mortier, took some hours to be cleared, but by the night of February 5–6 the town of Neuf-Brisach had been isolated. That same night the Germans began to evacuate it. A patrol led by Private First Class Kenneth E. LaRue of Company B was sent to investigate if the bridge was still standing, and its condition. They found it standing but rigged for demolition by the Germans. Later that same day other patrols entered the town to find no resistance. Those few German soldiers remaining in the town were only waiting to surrender. Neuf-Brisach was taken.


  


  For its part in the Operation Cheerful offensive, from January 22 to February 6, 1945, the 3rd Infantry Division and its attached units¹⁴ were awarded a Presidential Unit Citation.¹⁵ The cost to the 3rd Infantry Division alone for the period January 23 to March 14, 1945, during which most of its combat was at the Colmar Pocket, was 317 killed in action, 1,410 wounded and 323 missing. In addition to these total battle casualties of 2,050 the division suffered the loss of another 2,550 men to “non-battle” losses, chiefly illness, frostbite and disease. The division sent over 4,200 enemy troops to the Prisoner of War enclosures and counted an additional 713 enemy killed. General de Lattre, highly pleased with the division’s performance at Colmar, conferred upon it the Legion D’Honneur, 3rd Degree. But unfortunately, the bridges over the Rhine were blown up by the retreating Germans.
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  FEBRUARY 1945


  


  


  February 6, 1945 saw the area of Neuf-Brisach under Allied control. The Germans withdrew from the area around the critical town and reinforced their defenses around the city of Colmar. But even here they were too late. While the 3rd Infantry Division and 5th French Armored Division had been assaulting Neuf-Brisach, the 254th Infantry Regiment and then the 28th Infantry Division had been moving on Colmar City. Coming from the north, from the direction of the Kaysersberg Valley, General Cota’s regiments had cleared the defenses at the city suburbs by February 2nd. With resistance collapsing, the 5th French Armored Division soon entered the city proper nearly unopposed. General de Lattre decided to immediately commit the reserve 12th Armored Division to a thrust through the 28th Infantry Division toward the south. He attached French Combat Command 4, formerly with the 3rd Infantry Division, to the 28th Infantry Division. Upon General Milburn’s suggestion, General de Lattre approved an attack directly upon Colmar from the north, using the reinforced 28th Infantry.


  The attack began with a diversion created by the 289th Infantry Regiment of the 75th Infantry Division which, together with all of the divisional artillery, began a noisy demonstration on February 2nd against the Ill River. General Schlesser, commanding Combat Command 4, reported to General Cota, and together with the 109th Infantry Regiment, forced a crossing of the Ill River and advanced to the Colmar Canal. CC4, divided into three task forces, encountered a wide antitank ditch which it could not cross, and was, therefore, unable to follow the infantry. As Colonel Rudder’s 109th Infantry Regiment approached the city, he tactfully halted his advance and waited for CC4 to make the “official” entry into the long sought city.


  


  


  [image: ]


  


  It was near noon when the first French armored task force entered the town and an hour later when they crossed through and emerged on the far side. Colmar had been taken. Followed by the two remaining task forces, the French swiftly took over the city, clearing it of any last-minute German holdouts and rounding up prisoners. A few stubborn enemy groups held out for a while at the Pasteur Hospital in the St. Joseph suburb, but French tanks and American infantry soon put an end to the nonsensical resistance. The French and American soldiers soon found themselves surrounded, embraced and acclaimed throughout the city, not by Germans but by an enthusiastic French population.


  But General de Lattre still had responsibilities to attend to, particularly the German forces still in the Vosges. Conferring with General Milburn, he ordered the 5th French Armored Division to garrison Colmar, leaving Milburn with the freedom to rest his American divisions. The 12th U.S. Armored, however, continued the attack to the south and east, cutting through the remaining pocket and trapping many Germans before they could cross the Rhine River to safety. Here, again, resistance varied. For three days, February 3–6, the American armored troops ranged across the southern portion of the pocket, killing a reported 300 Germans, wounding 850 and capturing 550 at a cost to themselves of 23 killed in action.


  One account illustrates the Allied entry into Colmar. As the 12th Armored Division passed through town to move south, a participant noted, “Every citizen of Colmar was filled with joy on that day of liberation. Beautiful Colmar girls brought pitchers of wine to the occupants of Hellcat vehicles as they passed through the city. Dead Germans littered the main thoroughfares, and the parks were covered with dead men and artillery horses. The French throngs paid no attention to the enemy dead. Some French even stood on the dead bodies in order to get a better view of the passing American armored column. French newsreel cameramen, besides U.S. Army Signal Corps photographers, were almost everywhere. It was indeed a day of wild rejoicing, but the Hellcats had a mission awaiting them and could not pause for the celebration.”¹


  The American armor formed into the usual combat commands and struck south, coordinating its attack with the infantry of the 28th Infantry Division. Strongpoints were bypassed and the combat commands rotated leading the advance. American artillery battalions opened fire on the bridges crossing the Rhine to harass and perhaps stop the German withdrawal across the river. Others fired in the opposite direction, shelling German holdouts in the Vosges Mountains to the west. German resistance continued to vary, and once again the 12th Armored Division came upon a town named Heerlisheim, Number 2, as they recorded it, where German resistance stiffened. After a loss of three tanks supporting an infantry assault, the town was cleared. Working with Colonel Rudder’s regiment they continued to rout small pockets of enemy resistance as they moved.


  Behind them French units followed and occupied the captured towns, quickly rooting out Nazis and collaborators. This annoyed some of the Americans, who felt that some French commanders took the attitude, “The Americans can go on and fight. We will stay and kiss the girls.”² Early on February 6th, Combat Command A attacked the town of Rouffach with the 43rd Tank Battalion and 66th Armored Infantry Battalion. Resistance was light and before noon contact had been made with French forces coming up from the south. Soon thereafter the 12th Armored was ordered to block the passes leading from the Vosges Mountains.


  Meanwhile the French settled in to Colmar and its environs. A battalion surgeon in CCB of the 12th Armored later recalled, “The French Army and its comforts: We drove into an Alsatian town to find billets on the heels of the 5th French Armored Division moving out ahead of us toward the battle. I thought I saw a couple of tautly curved, magnificently shaped glorious young women mincing through snow and manure piles in outfits that belonged on the cover of Paris-Match. Too many shells, I thought, too much cold; I knew that something, sometime, would push me over the edge past reality; I was hallucinating. We gaped, they giggled. “Americans,” they nudged each other, but before we could say anything two furious French officers stormed out of the building behind them and hustled them out of sight; clearly they were not going to lose this last manifestation of their manhood to a gang of American peasants.”³


  


  The I French Corps’ first attack had been halted for lack of progress on January 25th. Lieutenant General Béthouart wanted a few days to rest his troops before renewing the attack, especially in view of the fact that the attack from the north, which his original attack had been designed to distract from, seemed to have been accomplished. However, General de Lattre denied his request, observing that the attack of the XXI U.S. Corps was making good progress and that all efforts needed to be made to deny the Germans any reserves or opportunities for escape. The I French Corps returned to the attack.


  It was not easy to do. The 2nd Moroccan Infantry Division was struck by a series of heavy snowstorms as it strove to attack Wittelsheim. The 9th Colonial Infantry Division suffered the same fate. Nevertheless, the 6th Colonial Infantry Regiment attacked the Kuhlmann Housing Estate on January 27th. This objective was a small town, preceded by large buildings, each of which was surrounded by high walls. The outskirts of the town had a six-story building with a hundred windows facing the attacking French infantry. A spinning mill sat nearby. As the 1st Company, 6th Colonial Infantry moved toward the town, trudging through the deep snow, they came under fire from several machine guns. Three tanks from Combat Command 1, 1st French Armored Division, came up and advanced. The first tank was hit and quickly burned. But the two others managed to breach the wall. The Colonial troops rushed through the breach but again were quickly taken under fire and pinned down. It seemed that a machine gun or rifle shot came from every one of the hundred windows of the apartment house.


  With 1st Company pinned down in front of the apartment house, the 2nd and 3rd Companies struck from the flank, diverting some of the enemy fire. As a result 1st Company was able to move forward, first seizing the mill in hand-to-hand fighting, and then joining the rest of its battalion in clearing the apartment house complex. The 2nd Battalion, 6th Colonial Infantry joined the attack supported by tanks. Fighting lasted all day. On the left flank of I French Corps the 4th Moroccan Mountain Division launched a surprise night attack with the 6th Moroccan Tirailleurs Regiment and captured a portion of the critical town of Cernay.


  Seeing the success of his neighbor, General Carpentier decided to copy the successful night attack procedure with his own 2nd Moroccan Infantry Division. On the night of January 28th, he launched his night attack using the attached Combat Command 2, 1st French Armored Division, and his own 8th Moroccan Tirailleurs. This force attacked the Langenzug Housing Estate, supported by the 4th Moroccan Tirailleurs and more tanks. It took all night and all next day, but by late on January 29th, the Germans had been pushed back.


  At the other end of I French Corps, General de Hesdin’s 4th Moroccan Mountain Division began making better progress once they had a foothold within Cernay. Fearing being outflanked, several German units withdrew, allowing the French to advance through several small towns, which were heavily booby-trapped. The advance continued, but not fast enough for General de Lattre, who continued to urge greater speed. General Béthouart tried to comply, but circumstances were not favorable. For example, just as this attack began to gain headway he had to personally determine artillery ammunition allotments for his divisions, depending upon which one showed the most promise. Throughout the campaign the French supply level never reached a point where their commanders could fully concentrate on the battle and not worry about supplying it. Equipment was yet another concern, and on January 30th, Combat Command 2 of the 1st French Armored Division had only 16 Sherman tanks operational out of its normal 53.


  And so it went. Repeated attacks on fortified towns and villages, often counterattacked by the enemy, continued on throughout January 30th to February 2nd. Progress continued to be slow and costly for the French. Nor were the leaders immune from casualties. As General Hesdin, commanding the 4th Moroccan Mountain Division, was inspecting his front lines near Hill 425, he was seriously wounded in the hip and hand by German fire. He was immediately evacuated and General Bondis, the assistant division commander, assumed command. Not far away, the commanding officer of the 152nd French Engineer Regiment and his deputy were both killed while reconnoitering a bridge site.


  Once again it was the 9th Colonial Infantry Division which broke the threatening deadlock. A group from the 3rd Battalion, 6th Colonial Infantry Regiment, with some armor and tank destroyers from Combat Command 1, made a silent night attack on the crucial town of Wittensheim, still in German hands. They had almost entered the town before they were discovered, after which fierce street fighting began. Using rifles, machine guns, flamethrowers and supported by the armor, the French fought through the town. The 2nd Battalion, 6th Colonial Infantry, joined in the battle, which was not concluded until four the next morning. Wittenheim belonged to the French.


  This breach in the German defenses caused General Béthouart to redirect his attack. Organizing a new, more powerful attack directed from Wittensheim to Ensisheim seemed more promising. He gathered the 1st French Armored Division, returned the 21st Colonial Infantry Regiment to the 9th Colonial Infantry Division, and added the Spahi Cavalry Brigade.⁴ The attack would begin on February 1st, and be led by Combat Command 3 of the 1st French Armored. The 9th Colonial Infantry Division would support and cover the advance. The objective was Ensisheim.


  The resulting advance was disappointing. Enemy antitank fire, minefields and the melting snow all conspired to slow the advance. After ten hours of fighting the advance had not moved a mile forward. While the II French Corps and XXI U.S. Corps were making good progress, I French Corps was stuck in the mud. General Béthouart issued orders for a renewed attack for February 2nd. In particular, the 21st Colonial Infantry Regiment was directed to seize the St. Barbe Estate, considered the last obstacle on the road to Ensisheim. Using smoke as cover for an early morning attack, the 1st Battalion, followed closely by the 2nd Battalion, moved forward and were soon engaged in bitter house-to-house and street fighting. Nearby, potash mines were fought over repeatedly, each side gaining and losing them at least twice. But by the end of the day the French held the town and the potash mines. German counterattacks had been beaten off. Meanwhile, the 2nd Moroccan Infantry Division had managed to advance just enough to outflank the defenders of the Wittensheim-Wittelsheim road, forcing that center of resistance to fall back. That same night came the news of the liberation of Colmar.


  The Germans soon abandoned use of the Brisach Bridge as a route of withdrawal due to the Allied advance. News must have reached the Germans facing I French Corps at about the same time, for suddenly Wittelsheim fell to the 2nd Moroccan Infantry Division. The 9th Colonial Infantry Division launched its 3rd Battalion, 23rd Colonial Infantry Regiment, supported by Combat Command 3, and reached the Ensisheim road. By day’s end French tanks of CC1 were within two miles of the outskirts of Ensisheim. That same day General Pierre Bilotte, commanding the 10th French Infantry Division in the Vosges Mountains, reported that the Germans were disengaging along his front lines. General de Lattre immediately urged I French Corps to push with all resources at its disposal to prevent a German escape from his planned trap. He hoped to have the northern and southern pincers of his trap close on February 3rd.


  Once again it was the fighting at Ensisheim which delayed matters. It took the 9th Colonial Infantry Division and CC1 all day to clear the outskirts of that town and when they did they faced the Ill River, across which lay the bulk of Ensisheim. Unfortunately, the Ill was in flood stage, the French troops didn’t arrive until well after dark, and resistance continued. The thaw had tripled the size of the rivers and other watercourses in Alsace, temporarily prohibiting bridging them. There would be no link up on February 3rd.


  Elsewhere on the I French Corps front things began to move. Patrols from the Moroccan divisions soon reported no resistance, and Cernay was fully occupied without opposition. Town after town began to fall to the advancing French as the Germans withdrew. Like the II French Corps and XXI U.S. Corps in the north, occasional roadblocks, pillboxes or small groups of stranded Germans offered resistance, but nowhere did an organized defense line develop. Intent on completing the linkup between the two pincers as soon as possible, General Bondis ordered some of his units to bypass resistance and head for Rouffach, where they hoped to find elements of either II French Corps or XXI Corps.


  A hole was soon opened by the 1st Algerian Tirailleurs, punched through the remnants of the 159th Infantry Division, and the 4th Moroccan Spahis rushed through. Two squadrons of Spahis and two platoons of Algerian infantry rolled boldly forward and reached Rouffach where they managed to drive right into town, the Germans not expecting such a force within miles. A brisk fight soon began, but the linkup was about to be made. The Colmar Pocket was no more.


  


  General Rasp had known long before February 3rd that his campaign was over. He had evacuated as much of the Nineteenth Army as possible, particularly the service and supply troops and their equipment, over the bridges the Allies had failed to destroy. Shortly after the American and French linkup and the subsequent sweep by the Allies to clear out remaining German positions west of the Rhine, he received permission from Hitler to evacuate the pocket. For all practical purposes it was too late. Nevertheless, those Germans who could crossed the last bridge over the Rhine and demolished it behind them.


  They also left behind them some 16,438 fellow soldiers as prisoner of war. Thousands more were killed or wounded, and an untold number rendered ineffective due to weather and illness. General Rasp later reported that his Nineteenth Army had suffered a total of 22,000 “permanent” casualties. One post-war study concluded that probably no more than 10,000 troops of all types escaped the end of the pocket. Estimates place no more that 400 to 500 troops left in each of the eight fighting divisions that had defended the Colmar Pocket. Most of the equipment was lost as well. The Nineteenth Army was no longer a fighting force.


  General Rasp’s decision, against orders, to reduce his forces holding the remaining Vosges Mountains and to move most service and supply troops across the Rhine probably saved what was left of Nineteenth Army. He also ordered all damaged equipment sent across the Rhine, which accounted for what little that army retained in the way of heavy equipment.


  None of this seemed to be realized by the German High Command. Orders to hold the pocket to the last man, or to reduce the size of the pocket, harassed General Rasp all through the first few days of February. It was not until the night of February 5–6, after the linkup at Rouffach, that the High Command allowed General Rasp to arrange for a “last stand” in the southern edge of the pocket, along the Rhone-Rhine Canal. Knowing the futility of such a move, General Rasp, on his own initiative, began the withdrawal of the remnants of his army between February 6th and 9th. Using the ferry and the Neuenburg Bridge, the combat forces remained behind while the remaining non-combat elements were evacuated. The combat elements were ordered to assemble around Chalampe. As late as February 8th, the German High Command was insisting upon holding the bridgehead. They gave as a reason the fact that they detected American units (XXI U.S. Corps) redeploying to the north to join Seventh U.S. Army. They believed that ended the Allied offensive. However, by that point all German control west of the river had been lost. An enclave perhaps seven miles wide and two miles deep was all that remained, and the French were attacking that pocket. It wasn’t until late on February 8th that Hitler gave permission for the Nineteenth Army to withdraw across the Rhine. By that time the army no longer existed.


  


  Sixth Army Group still existed and continued to fight on. The capture of Colmar and the elimination of the Nineteenth Army did not end their war. Indeed, all it did was to free up more American units for the ongoing advance towards and into Germany proper, while at the same time eliminating a German army and reducing the defensive assets available to the German High Command. For the remainder of the month the First French Army continued to mop up the former pocket, sweeping the entire area from the Vosges to the Rhine and then moved forward to the more easily defensible terrain along the Franco-German river border. The Rhine was out posted with units of the FFI supported by a few regular army units, and for the first time in many months the French forces got a chance to rest, recover, repair equipment and absorb new replacements.


  General Patch’s Seventh Army meanwhile had turned to the north in preparation for the final offensive into Germany. There was still the matter of the Gambsheim bridgehead, which marked a dent in the front lines of the U.S. VI Corps. General Brooks ordered the 36th Infantry Division, supported by Combat Command B of the 14th Armored Division, to clear up this matter. Flooding conditions limited the use of the supporting armor, but in difficult fighting the towns of Rohrwiller, Herrlisheim, Offendorf and Gambsheim were retaken.


  The fighting here was as difficult as always. Company A, 142nd Infantry, 36th Infantry Division, was assigned to attack Oberhoffen as a part of the offensive. The attack went forward during the night of February 1–2, 1945. One of the leading squads was commanded by Sergeant Emile DeLeau, Jr., from Lansing, Ohio. Leading his squad into the town in the darkness he was immediately engaged in house-to-house fighting. After clearing his first house, Sergeant DeLeau led them towards the next fortified house. Heavy machine gun fire erupted, but Sergeant DeLeau ignored the enemy fire and alone charged forward firing his submachine gun until he was close enough to throw grenades into the house. The gun and crew were destroyed. As he prepared to renew his assault, heavy machine gun and rifle fire came from the next house. Sergeant DeLeau charged that house with his submachine gun blazing, and came out with ten German prisoners.


  


  The Ohio Sergeant settled in his squad for the night, ready to renew the attack at dawn. When daylight came, he again led the way, killing two enemy snipers who fired upon his men. His advance continued until machine gun fire from a house halted his squad. Once again Sergeant DeLeau ran across an open area under fire to reach the rear door of the fortified house. Inside, he destroyed another enemy machine gun and killed the crew. As he continued to clear the house he located a second machine gun. Seeing he could not destroy the gun from his protected position, he moved away from his covered position ready to toss a grenade. Just as he exposed himself the enemy gunners fired a burst which killed him instantly. For his extraordinary leadership Sergeant Emile DeLeau, Jr. received a posthumous Medal of Honor.⁵


  The fighting continued into the second week of February. The 14th Armored Division, hampered by melting snow which made all roads and fields muddy and nearly impassible, also found themselves slowed to a crawl. “Troops advanced slowly under intense enemy automatic weapon, artillery and mortar fire and systematically cleared the houses they gained. The enemy strongpoint [no surprise] centered around the church and street fighting ensued. Defenses were established for the night and the attack was to continue in the morning. At 0830 hours the attack was resumed and again our troops slugged it out with automatic weapons and numerous snipers to reach and conquer the church.”⁶


  The opponents here were members of the XIV SS Corps. Determined to keep the Allies off German soil, they fought as hard as ever. Nor did they allow the Americans to advance without trying to recover every piece of lost ground. After the town of Oberhoffen finally fell to the 36th Infantry Division a German counterattack hit the 142nd Infantry holding the area. In Company E of the regiment, a Sergeant from Portland, Maine led his men forward to rescue a trapped platoon within the town. Sergeant Edward C. Dahlgren was leading the 3rd Platoon, Company E, towards the trapped men when he saw enemy troops crossing a field about 100 yards ahead of him. He raced into a nearby barn, took up a window position, and fired his submachine gun at the exposed enemy troops. His fire killed and wounded several of the group and disorganized the rest. The platoon then linked up with the trapped men, despite severe sniper fire. While the two platoons consolidated their positions, Sergeant Dahlgren continued his advance down the street until he was taken under fire from an enemy-held house.


  Despite the intense machine-pistol and rifle fire directed at him, Sergeant Dahlgren ran to the building, tossed a grenade through the door and then forced his way inside with his submachine gun blazing. All eight of the Germans inside immediately surrendered. Passing his prisoners back to his platoon, he started for the next house. Once again enemy machine gun fire drove him to cover. Obtaining rifle grenades, he stepped into the open and launched his missiles from different angles until the machine gun and its crew was destroyed. Moving around to the rear of the house he came under fire, this time from a nearby barn. Once more he raced toward the barn, throwing a grenade inside before he rushed in with gun firing. Five German soldiers immediately surrendered. Sergeant Dahlgren returned to his platoon with his prisoners, sent his platoon to finish clearing the houses where he had destroyed the enemy guns, and then led one group into a house where several Germans were sheltering in the cellar. Tossing grenades down the cellar, he forced the surrender of ten more enemy troops. Checking a house along the street with a companion, he heard German voices inside and opened fire with rifle grenades, forcing the German soldiers into the cellar. He kicked open the cellar door, fired his submachine gun down the stairs, and called for the enemy to surrender. Sixteen more enemy soldiers did just that, coming out with hands raised. For his bold leadership and courage during this battle Sergeant Edward C. Dahlgren received the Medal of Honor and a promotion to Second Lieutenant.⁷ The German counterattack was successfully beaten off.


  General Patch’s Seventh Army began to clear up other situations while awaiting the final offensive. General Haislip’s XV Corps, now comprising the 70th, 63rd, and 44th Infantry Divisions conducted a limited offensive up the Sarre Valley, taking the hills above Saarbrucken and the stronghold of Bitche. Only at a few isolated locales, such as at Schlossberg Fortress, did the German forces offer serious resistance. Although mines and booby-traps, as well as the continuing bad weather, took a toll on American troops, German resistance was largely minimal. Like the First French Army to the south, Seventh Army spent the closing days of winter reorganizing, retraining, stocking supplies, repairing equipment and improving defensive positions. New recruits were received and trained in combat conditions, weapons and map reading, among other topics. Periodic raids were conducted into German territory for intelligence and to train new men. By the end of February the Seventh Army had all of its components under command, including General Brooks’ VI Corps, General Haislip’s XV Corps and General Milburn’s XXI Corps. Fully restored, General Devers returned the 10th Armored Division and the 101st Airborne Division to SHAEF Reserve. Eventually the 28th, 35th and 75th Infantry Divisions would be returned to 12th Army Group. In exchange for the 2nd French Armored Division being retained by the First French Army, General Patch was given General Augustin Guillaume’s 3rd Algerian Infantry Division. As March began, Seventh Army consisted of the three American corps with eight infantry and one armored division, with three infantry divisions and two armored divisions in reserve.⁸ Below Strasbourg the First French Army had its two corps with three armored and four infantry divisions available. Sixth Army Group, stronger than ever before, was prepared for the next phase of the “Crusade in Europe.”


  


  Sixth Army Group now faced the major German defensive line known as the West Wall, or the Siegfried Line. General Patch’s Seventh Army was directly in front of it as March 1945 began. Closest of all, near Saarbruecken, was General Milburn’s XXI Corps.


  But it would be General Haislip’s XV Corps that would make the main effort, while General Brooks’ VI Corps forced a crossing of the Moder River, where they had withdrawn in January. This corps also faced the daunting task of clearing the Lower Vosges Mountains which remained within their zone. Facing the attacking Seventh Army were two corps, the LXXXV Corps of General Kniess and the XIII SS Corps under the command of Waffen SS Lt. General Max Simon. A third German Corps, the XC Corps under General Petersen, would also be tangentially involved along the Rhine River. Ironically, the Seventh U.S. Army was about to engage the German Seventh Army.


  Seventh Army’s attack began before daylight on March 15, 1945. Intelligence had been unsure of just how strong the German defenses might be, but soon after the attack began it became clear that except for individual strongpoints the German defenses were weak and easily overcome. Only Major General Louis E. Hibbs’ 63rd Infantry Division encountered serious opposition as it tried to outflank Saarbruecken and hit the West Wall quickly.⁹ Similarly, on the right flank of the corps, the 3rd Algerian Infantry Division hit serious opposition between Hagenau and the Rhine. Fortified villages and open fields of fire for the enemy slowed the Algerians’ advance. House-to house fighting held the initial attack to a mile.


  Supported by the XII Tactical Air Command, with weather now improving, the American advance continued forward. Even the assault crossing of the Blies River by the reinforced 45th Infantry Division went so smoothly that the leading troops poured through the enemy’s main line of resistance and by nightfall had driven more than five miles into the enemy rear. The 3rd Infantry Division made the main effort in XV Corps, and received the only serious counterattack. Near the village of Uttweiler a battalion of infantry supported by nine assault guns from the 17th SS Panzer Grenadier Division hit the 7th Infantry Regiment but failed to drive them from the village. Another battalion from the 7th Infantry quickly counterattacked and drove the Germans back at a cost of seven of their assault guns.


  The VI Corps met similar resistance. After crossing the Moder River or one of its tributaries, the four divisions of the corps all made good progress, meeting only the occasional German strongpoint along the way. Major General Harry J. Collins’ 42nd Infantry Division drew the Lower Vosges as part of its assignment, but by avoiding the roads and fortified villages, using only the crests of the high ground, and being supplied by pack mule trains, they managed to keep up with the rest of VI Corps.¹⁰


  Major General Anthony McAuliffe’s 103rd Infantry Division also suffered a counterattack which was inspired by a tactical withdrawal by one of its infantry battalions to better night defensive positions. The German counterthrust by infantry and four self-propelled guns did little to deter a renewed attack the next morning. Not far away, near Mertzwiller, France, Company E, 142nd Infantry, 36th Infantry Division, was advancing along a wooded road when it was stopped by enemy machine gun fire. While the rest of his platoon took cover, Private First Class Silvestre S. Herrera made a one-man assault on the enemy strongpoint and captured eight German soldiers. As the platoon resumed its advance a second enemy position which was ensconced behind an extensive minefield halted the platoon. Once again, Pfc Herrera, disregarding the obvious personal danger, moved forward to attack this position. He stepped on a mine and lost both feet in the explosion, but despite his intense pain and loss of blood, he pinned down the enemy with accurate rifle fire while his squad skirted the minefield and captured the enemy position. Private First Class Herrera survived to wear his Medal of Honor.¹¹


  The German defense was an illusion. Most of the enemy commanders favored a withdrawal into the long established defenses of the West Wall, but the German High Command insisted on a fighting withdrawal. Thus, the Americans of Seventh Army faced a delaying action so that the West Wall defenses could be updated and improved with the Germans’ limited resources. A new Commander-in-Chief West, Field Marshal Albert (“Smiling Albert”) Kesselring, fresh from two years of defensive fighting in Italy, demanded that the Allies be delayed at every opportunity. Nevertheless, by darkness on March 16, 1945, both the 3rd and 45th Infantry Divisions had crossed the border and were inside Germany. The 100th (“Century”) Infantry Division, after being relieved at Bitche, soon came abreast. There was now nothing for the Germans to do but to withdraw into the West Wall defenses.


  While Seventh Army pushed the Germans from the south, General Patton’s Third Army was hitting them from the north and west. This pressure forced further withdrawals and eventually opened a gap for Seventh Army. The withdrawal of General Kniess’s LXXXV Corps from an attack by the XX Corps of Third Army, even though authorized, allowed the 63rd Infantry Division of General Milburn’s XXI Corps to force a breach in the German line near St. Ingbert late on March 19th. Milburn planned an immediate armored thrust north to link up with Major General Walton W. Walker’s XX Corps, but soon found that there was no need. General Walker’s men had already overrun all worthwhile objectives and Seventh Army had no place to go.


  General Patch had ideas, however. He wanted his XV Corps to strike through Zweibruecken to the Kaiserslautern Gap. Although success had attended all the Seventh Army efforts thus far, there still was no gap for an armored breakthrough. General Haislip was ordered to move through the gap opened by the 63rd Infantry Division and attack the Germans holding the West Wall in front of XV Corps from behind.


  Opening the gap for armor was not readily accomplished. When Company F, 180th Infantry Regiment, 45th (“Thunderbird”) Infantry Division, was attacking near Nieder-Wurzbach, Germany, on March 18, 1945, First Lieutenant Jack L. Treadwell was in command. When heavy machine-gun fire supported by intermittent artillery bombardments pinned down the company for hours at the base of a hill defended by concrete fortifications and interlocking trenches, Lieutenant Treadwell sent a squad to knock out some of the enemy trenches. The entire squad was soon casualties. Lieutenant Treadwell, rather than send more men into danger, went forward alone armed with a submachine gun and grenades. Advancing over open terrain he advanced under fearsome enemy fire to the nearest pillbox. Using grenades to cover his advance, he reached the concrete pillbox and thrust the muzzle of his submachine gun into the firing slot, blasting away into the interior. Four German soldiers immediately surrendered. Another lay dead inside. Sending these prisoners back down the hill to his men, Lieutenant Treadwell moved to the next pillbox, again under heavy fire, and repeated his earlier performance. This time he captured the commander of the German defenses. He did this a third time. In total he knocked out six enemy pillboxes singlehandedly, captured the commander of the enemy defenses, and inspired Company F to charge up the hill and secure it for the continued advance. For his gallant and courageous leadership Lieutenant Jack L. Treadwell was awarded the Medal of Honor and promoted to Captain.¹²


  In fact, for several days during this advance it seemed the Thunderbird Division was full of heroic individuals who led the way. Corporal Edward G. Wilkin of Longmeadow, Massachusetts, and Company C, 157th Regiment, 45th Infantry Division, did much the same thing near the German West Wall. On March 18, Company C was leading the attack into Germany through the West Wall defenses. Pinned down by heavy fire from several enemy riflemen and camouflaged pillboxes, the company was unable to advance. On his own initiative Corporal Wilkin decided to try and find a way past the pillboxes. He moved forward until he approached a cleared area in front of the pillbox, then stood up and walked into the teeth of vicious enemy machine gun and rifle fire, killing enemy infantry and knocking out one enemy fortification after another. Enemy prisoners were sent back to Company C, while Corporal Wilkin continued with his selfappointed task. When stymied by barbed wire, he acquired some Bangalore torpedoes and blew a gap in the wire. Constantly under enemy machine gun, mortar and rifle fire, he kept on fighting his way through the enemy defense. On one occasion he pursued enemy troops across their own interlocking trenches all the time under fire from other enemy positions. As night fell Company C halted for the night, but not Corporal Wilkin. Despite his intense fatigue, he distributed rations to his men and brought up supplies for the next day’s battle. Learning that a nearby company had suffered numerous casualties, he volunteered to lead litter parties to the wounded and help them with the evacuation. He did this all night long, and then repeated his actions over the next two days, leading attacks at great personal risk during the day, and bringing up supplies and evacuating wounded at night. In three days he is credited with knocking out six pillboxes singlehanded, killing at least nine enemy soldiers, wounding another 13, taking 13 more prisoners and saving countless American lives by his gallant conduct as a litter bearer under fire. Corporal Wilkin survived this action only to be killed in action a month later. He received a posthumous Medal of Honor.¹³


  Threatened from the south by General Patch and from the west and north by General Patton, the Germans soon withdrew. American fighter-bombers had a field day destroying German vehicles, equipment and troops who were forced to withdraw in daylight along the few main roads leading into Germany. Every foot of those roads soon became clogged with abandoned, damaged or wrecked vehicles, guns and equipment. General Frederick, commanding the 45th Infantry Division, noted, “It is difficult to describe the destruction. Scarcely a man-made thing exists in our wake; it is even difficult to find buildings suitable for CP’s: this is the scorched earth.”¹⁴


  By March 22nd, the Germans west of the Rhine had to move quickly to get over that river to avoid becoming casualties. General Petersens’ XC Corps continued to fight from the pillboxes of the West Wall. Major General Albert C. Smith’s 14th Armored Division was pushing them hard and would soon break through. The remnants of the XIII SS Corps, including the few remaining armored vehicles of the 17th Panzer Grenadier Division, managed to slow matters down somewhat, but there was no stopping the driving Seventh Army. The 12th Armored Division drove on Ludwig-shafen, where they met the 94th Infantry Division of Patton’s Third Army. Already a bridge had been seized across the Rhine, in First U.S. Army’s zone at Remagen. Finally, at the very last moment before both Germany’s Army Group G and First Army would have been overrun, approval came to cross the Rhine into Germany. Using the last remaining bridge at Germersheim and several ferries, the remnants of Army Group G withdrew. VI Corps came into contact with rearguards only, and the juncture of the 12th and 14th Armored Divisions was delayed due to a strong German diehard resistance at Speyer. But by the night of March 24th only stragglers remained west of the Rhine.


  Estimates by Seventh Army staff state that the German First Army lost as much as 80 percent of its infantry strength in the Saar-Palatinate fight. Seventh Army and French First Army units fighting to clear the west bank of the Rhine added 22,000 Prisoners of War to the cages. Third Army added another 68,000. Seventh Army casualties in clearing the West Wall were tabulated at about 12,000, of which 1,000 were killed in action.


  


  As early as October 1944, the 6th Army Group had been planning for an assault crossing of the Rhine River. Those plans had been shelved by General Eisenhower’s refusal to allow them to be put into practice. Instead, as seen earlier, he turned the Seventh Army north to assist Third Army, while the French First Army dealt with the Colmar Pocket.


  But that was months ago. Now, as early as February 14th, before the main attack just discussed, plans were again being prepared for a Rhine crossing at Seventh Army Headquarters. The amphibious equipment, bridging and amphibious assault vehicles, had been stored during Operation Nordwind in the Forest of Mondon near Luneville. Throughout the winter the equipment was serviced and cared for in anticipation of another opportunity. That opportunity now presented itself.


  On March 2, 1945, the 3rd (“Rock of the Marne”) Infantry Division and the 45th (“Thunderbirds”) Infantry Division were alerted for an assault crossing of the Rhine. There were not two better divisions in the U.S. Army for such a task, as both had made repeated assault landings in North Africa, Sicily, Salerno and Anzio, not to mention Southern France. Training in river crossing techniques began immediately. New plans were built upon the ones first developed in October. Tank crews from the 756th and 191st Tank Battalions were sent for training in using Duplex Drive (“DD”) tanks, which could navigate water obstacles.¹⁵ The 540th Engineer (Combat) Group was attached to the 3rd Infantry Division, while the 40th Engineer (Combat) Group was attached to the 45th. Although the original plans had been limited to the Seventh Army, very soon a master plan took over, known as Operation Undertone, which would include coordination with the Third Army.


  This time SHAEF was all in favor of a 6th Army Group crossing of the Rhine. General Eisenhower even offered General Devers the use of the 13th Airborne Division to aid in his assault crossing. Because the Seventh Army would make the crossing around the German city of Worms, which had many hills and forests surrounding it, and the fact that the airborne force could not be ready until the end of March, this proposed attack plan did not come to pass. Actually, Generals Patch and Devers had preferred to cross 20 miles to the south, near Speyer. They believed the terrain would aid them in breaking out of any bridgehead formed. However at General Eisenhower’s direction, the 6th Army Group would cross at Worms. But as a result of the quick and relatively easy clearance of the Saar-Palatinete Triangle, even Worms no longer suited as a crossing site, since it now lay at the edge of Seventh Army’s new zone. But after Third Army made a successful crossing at Oppenheim, Worms suddenly became attractive again. Landing close to another bridgehead would negate the need for an airborne attack, not immediately available anyway, and ensure help was near at hand should it be needed.


  So General Patch ordered General Haislip’s XV Corps to make the main crossing, while General Brooks and General Milburn’s VI and XXI Corps, respectively, were ordered to be prepared to force a crossing at Speyer. The attack was to begin at 2:30 p.m. on March 26, 1945. Once again the Seventh U.S. Army would face the German Seventh Army.


  The XIII Corps, under Lieutenant General Ralph Graf von Oriola, had few resources around Worms. Its 559th Volksgrenadier Division was in fair condition. Two other units, the 246th and 352nd Volksgrenadier Divisions, were mere battle groups of four or five hundred men each. Further, General von Oriola did not expect a crossing by Seventh Army. He feared instead envelopment by Third Army from its Oppenheim bridgehead. So he faced his forces north, not west. He had no reserves available to him.


  The 45th Infantry Division crossed north of Worms, facing the weak 246th Volksgrenadier Division. There was initially strong opposition from small arms, machine guns and mortars, with a few small antiaircraft guns thrown in, but this quickly collapsed. To the south the Third Infantry Division faced the much stronger 559th Volksgrenadier Division, which had been reinforced by heavy antiaircraft guns, formerly a part of the German antiaircraft defense of the homeland. These guns, some as large as 128mm, made the difference.


  The Germans opened fire on the Third Infantry Division even before the crossing began. The antiaircraft guns and mortars were particularly effective. An island in the river southeast of Worms fortified by the Germans caused more trouble than expected. Despite being blanketed with smoke to conceal the American assault waves, it continued to fire until well into the afternoon when 3rd Battalion of the 15th Infantry landed and secured the island, knocking out antiaircraft guns, self-propelled guns and infantry. After that German opposition centered in villages, which they turned into fortresses. Aided by Allied aircraft, the advance continued, despite the occasional counterattack and sudden appearance of armored vehicles. By nightfall, contact had been made with Third Army and the American front line across the Rhine River was solid.


  The DD Tanks easily crossed the river and supported the infantry assaults. Of the 21 tanks sent into the water with the Third Infantry Division, 15 made it safely across, only one was destroyed by enemy fire, while the remaining tanks had to abort due to damage to their floatation “skirts.” All of the 14 tanks assigned to the 45th Infantry Division crossed safely. A Treadway Bridge and a heavy pontoon bridge were quickly placed across the Rhine. Rafts and ferries supported the bridges in getting troops and equipment across the river. By darkness General Patch ordered the 12th Armored Division to cross the river. For a loss of 42 killed and 151 soldiers wounded, Seventh Army had forced a Rhine River crossing and sent another 2,500 Germans to the POW cages.¹⁶ General Hans Felber, commanding Seventh Army, and General Kniess, commanding LXXXV Corps, both requested permission to withdraw to more defensible ground, but both requests were declined. Indeed, the last casualty of the Seventh Army’s Rhine crossing was General Felber himself, relieved of command for failing to halt the attack. General Kniess followed him barely three days later.


  


  The First French Army was not content to be left out of the race into Germany. After clearing the west bank of the Rhine in its sector, General de Lattre began to look for a place for his French Army to cross the river. His engineers recommended a spot north of Germersheim, between Lingenfeld and Mechtersheim. Here a “dead spot” in the Rhine bank would conceal boats being launched from German observation. The one problem was that the ideal spot lay in the American sector. Undeterred, General de Lattre soon prevailed upon General Devers to extend his sector to include the desired spot, and included another good location, the original crossing site planned by Seventh Army, Speyer. Having received approval from Devers, de Lattre increased by 40 kilometers his planned launching location. But he had few troops available, little river crossing resources, and was not yet in place to launch an attack.


  Nevertheless, de Lattre called a meeting of his staff and set March 31st as the Rhine crossing date for the First French Army. A few days before the target date, de Lattre received a Letter of Instruction from Devers which gave the French a sector across the Rhine and directed them to capture the German cities of Karlsruhe, Pforzheim and Stuttgart.¹⁷ That was all de Lattre needed. His plans directed a breakout of the bridgehead north of the Black Forest through the Pforzheim gap and set his First French Army in the direction of Stuttgart. The II French Corps would form the assault crossing force, using the 2nd Moroccan Infantry Division, the 3rd Algerian Infantry Division and the 5th French Armored Division. The 9th Colonial Infantry Division would form the base for the assault. It would force a crossing and join with the U.S. Seventh Army around Karlsruhe. The I French Corps would act as a diversionary force, making much noise and movement to deceive the enemy into thinking the crossing was to be made elsewhere. The 4th Moroccan Mountain Division would be prepared to force its own crossing of the Rhine near Kembs or to follow to reinforce II French Corps after it crossed.


  Not that he needed further encouragement, but as he prepared for the Rhine crossing General de Lattre received a message from Charles de Gaulle. It read “My dear General, you must cross the Rhine even if the Americans are not agreeable and even if you have to cross it in boats. It is a matter of the greatest national interest. Karslruhe and Stuttgart await you, even if they do not want you. With my complete confidence and continued affection, General de Gaulle.”¹⁸ General de Lattre was pleased to be able to reply that all preparations for a Rhine crossing had already been made.


  


  General de Lattre phoned General de Monsabert and ordered him to launch the attack tomorrow, one day earlier than planned. De Monsabert objected, saying it was impossible. De Lattre agreed, but his order stood. The First French Army would cross the Rhine during the night of March 30/31. The advance of the Seventh Army across the Rhine raised fears in de Lattre that they would overrun the assigned French sector before the French could even get across the river.


  The French were not prepared, however. The 2nd Moroccan Infantry Division was in the process of relieving the U.S. 36th Infantry Division at Germersheim. The 3rd Algerian Infantry Division was still on its way back from Seventh Army. Two of the three combat commands of the 5th French Armored Division were beyond Strasbourg, a long march from the Rhine. The French had no integral boats. Nevertheless, by scraping together everything they could lay their hands on, French engineers managed to come up with 55 M-2 boats, 15 “stormboats” and 12 rubber boats with 67 motors. Half of the latter had just come out of the shops and had never been tested. Civilian factories at Chalon-sur-Saône had been used to preparing bridging material. General Brooks generously offered from his own VI Corps stocks more boats, a Treadway Bridge and heavy pontoons. All of this, however, could only reach the crossing site after the crossing had been made.


  French intelligence deduced that across the river the German XC Corps with the 47th Volksgrenadier Division, the 16th Volksgrenadier Division, and elements of the 2nd SS Mountain Division would be the opposition. None of these were fully staffed or equipped. Despite the presence of enemy troops at or near his planned crossing sites, General de Lattre ordered the attack. All previous plans were thrown away, and new ideas suddenly became official. It became a haphazard affair.


  “The first of these rubber-boats arrived at 02.30 on the 31st March. Sergeant Bertout and ten tirailleurs of Lieutenant Bouda’s free corps crowded in. Piloted by two sappers of Second Lieutenant Riera’s engineering platoon (83rd Engineers Battalion of the 3rd D.I.A.), the small boat vanished into the inky night. An hour later the boat, propelled by paddles, had returned and at once embarked the second group-then the third. At 05.30 the whole free corps had passed over to the Baden bank.”¹⁹ And so the 3rd Algerian Infantry Division of the First French Army crossed the Rhine.


  


  A few miles upstream at Germersheim a more conventional crossing ran into difficulty. German artillery fire kept the first wave of the 2nd Moroccan Infantry Division pinned to the beach until subsequent waves crossed and expanded it. Heavy losses ensued until the leading battalions secured a beachhead. The following day, April 1st, General Brooks again aided the French by allowing French vehicles to use an American bridge over the Rhine at Mannheim. French reconnaissance units quickly pushed out some 18 miles beyond the Rhine, finding a lost 10th U.S. Armored Division column in its zone. Things were easily straightened out, but the incident increased General de Lattre’s fears of being squeezed out of a sector of Germany for his First French Army to conquer. To make sure he had room within Germany, de Lattre ordered a third crossing of the Rhine on April 2nd between Germersheim and Karlsruhe. A fourth would take place a few days later.


  General Devers’ 6th Army Group now had 12 American and 11 French divisions under command, although two of these had yet to cross the Rhine. Both were occupied holding down bypassed German enclaves along the Alpine Front and in the Gironde estuary. For the next six weeks, until the German surrender in early May, 6th Army Group would fight alongside other American army groups and a Commonwealth army group to finalize that defeat. The Colmar Pocket was put behind them, but never forgotten.
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  CONCLUSION


  


  


  Few people outside of 6th Army Group or historians concerned with the European war in 1944–45 are today familiar with the Colmar Pocket campaign. Yet that campaign contains many lessons and contradictions. It shows, for example, how the ability of two allied nations’ armies, potentially hindered by being led by a competent yet taciturn commander (Patch) and a fiery and vocal commander (de Lattre) could work successfully together under a third, enthusiastic and dynamic commander (Devers). These two armies, each with radically differing backgrounds, training and with a significant difference in equipment and history, nevertheless worked closely together in achieving a difficult victory over an equally capable enemy.


  The campaign is also a rare example of the German higher command in confusion, uncertain as to how to proceed, and strangely indecisive. Postwar literature tends to place the blame here on Hitler, but a closer study shows that this confusion and indecisiveness existed considerably lower down the German chain of command. In sharp contrast to earlier campaigns, the German lower commands at this stage of the war rarely, at least in the case of the Nineteenth Army, took the initiative, content rather to let the Allies attack while concentrating on their own defenses and lines of withdrawal.


  General Eisenhower’s decision not to exploit either the Belfort Gap or the Saverne penetration to reach the Rhine seems misplaced. Eisenhower has long been both defended and criticized for his strategic decision to conduct a “broad front” war against the German Army in the West, yet when the opportunity apparently arose to put one of his army groups on the Rhine late in 1944, he declined to do so in favor of pushing his central group of armies closer to that river. There are many “what ifs” as a result, not the least of which is how the arrival of the 6th Army Group on, or perhaps across, the Rhine in November 1944, would have influenced the Ardennes counteroffensive. On the other hand, it is true that Eisenhower’s feelings that there were few strategic objectives in the south of Germany, where 6th Army Group would have crossed, at least partially explains his decision. It must be also noted that the Allied High Command, indeed the average American soldier, was convinced by the end of 1944 that they would win the war. The only question remaining was how long it would take and how much more suffering they would have to endure before it was over. But what needs to be made clear is that the Allies had the opportunity to cross the Rhine well before March of 1945, and that in not doing so they may, or may not, have reduced the length of that suffering. Because the opportunity was denied, the outcome remains debatable.


  There is also the issue of General Eisenhower’s personal feelings towards General Devers. Exactly what prompted those feelings and how much of a negative effect they may have had on Eisenhower’s dealing with Devers and his 6th Army Group are uncertain. It is clear from the many references made by Eisenhower during and after the war that he did not think highly of Devers and his military skills. Yet in several of these instances General Patton, whose tactical skills were highly regarded by Eisenhower, agreed with Devers and thought Eisenhower was wrong. While Eisenhower has been justly praised for his skill in handling difficult international subordinates, including General de Lattre and Field Marshal Montgomery, he showed no such restraint with his own national subordinates. It seems clear that only the fact that his own mentor, General of the Army George C. Marshall, had recommended Devers to command 6th Army Group prevented Eisenhower from removing him from that command and installing one of his own entourage, Patton, for example, to that post. What effect this approach had on the operations of the 6th Army Group remains speculative.


  


  One thing that the Colmar campaigns did show clearly, even to the opposing Germans, was that the American soldier was a capable, dangerous and flexible opponent, capable of learning quickly and successfully. There has been some suggestion that the American soldier of World War II won his war by sheer overwhelming power, a theory put forth by both apologists for the German defeat and some American historians who share that belief. In fact, in campaigns such as that for the Colmar Pocket, where American power was noticeably curtailed due to terrain, weather and ideal defensive conditions for the enemy, the American and French forces did in fact achieve their goals despite these many advantages held by the enemy. Some few, such as Colonel Hans von Luck, an experienced panzer leader who fought the French, Russians and British before facing U.S. Seventh Army in the Vosges, would remark about the American soldier, “In one respect, they seemed to have the edge over their British allies; they were extraordinarily flexible; they adapted immediately to a changed situation and fought with great doggedness…. We discovered later, in Italy, and I personally in the battles in France in 1944, how quickly the Americans were able to evaluate their experience and, through flexible and unconventional conduct of a battle, convert it into results.”¹


  That is not to say that the Americans didn’t have much to learn. During the Colmar campaigns several American infantry regiments were rushed to the front straight from training camps in the United States and placed in front-line positions without their usual artillery and other supporting units. These Task Forces were all completely new to combat and inexperienced with enemy tactics. The 275th Infantry Regiment, 70th Infantry Division, for example, had been training and then retraining, since each time they approached the end of their training cycle individual infantrymen were pulled from the regiment and shipped overseas as replacements for casualties in other units. This required the training cycle to begin over again to train those new men who replaced the trained infantrymen sent overseas. It was not until late 1944 that the regiment itself shipped overseas to southern France, where they joined Seventh Army as Task Force Herren.


  The trip to the front was typical of many taking place that month. Jammed into boxcars, “The trip was uncomfortable to say the least. Frequent stops and starts jolted us from what rest we were able to obtain. Long delays on sidings with little freedom of movement except to get out of the car occasionally and stretch. Other trains sped by with tanks, trucks, weapons and, now and then, hospital cars.”² Shortly after Christmas 1944, Task Force Herren relieved Task Force Linden (42nd Infantry Division) in defensive positions along the Rhine. The novices carried with them “large cargo packs, ammunition and hand grenades in addition to our rifles.”³ One of the men carried his hand grenades by attaching them to his pack straps. His squad was assigned to a house for a brief rest. While removing his pack he pulled a grenade loose and armed it. In less than four seconds it would explode, killing all in the small room the squad was occupying. Only the quick thinking of Staff Sergeant Edgar E. Topp, the squad leader, saved them. Grabbing a full pack he fell with it on top of the armed grenade. The explosion hurt no one, though Staff Sergeant Topp’s pack was shredded. He would be killed in action later in the campaign.


  Nor was such inexperience limited to the virgin infantry regiments hastily thrust into combat. In the 2nd Battalion, 410th Infantry, 103rd Infantry Division, Private First Class E. Robert Brennan was on guard duty at a roadblock one night when an armed German soldier came out of the darkness. “I stepped out in the dark and challenged him, and being the trained, expert combat infantryman that I was, I dropped my rifle and grabbed his, and we struggled for possession. My buddy says, “Don’t screw him. Shoot him.” When the German knew there was more than one of us, he dropped his rifle and surrendered. I don’t tell that story to many people.”⁴


  By this stage of the war the United States Army, along with all the Allied armies and the German Army, were forced to reduce the level of training provided in order to fill the ranks at the front lines. The British were forced to lower the strength of their infantry battalions in Northwest Europe from four rifle companies to three. We have seen the constant drain on French resources and the slow process to build up the French First Army. By January 1945, Seventh U.S. Army was short over 13,000 infantrymen, so that when pressed by General Devers, SHAEF reluctantly sent, as we have seen, additional combat divisions to strengthen it. The Germans, too, were scraping the bottom of their manpower barrel, sending 16-year-olds and 60-year-olds to the front. The American Army was also forced to end their Army Specialized Training Program (ASTP) which was designed to train soldiers for post-war needs. The Army then sent these “college boys” to the front after rudimentary training with units such as the 70th Infantry Division. Rarely was any unit which had spent a few days on the front lines up to authorized strength. Replacements came in singly, or in small groups, and unless they survived the first combat they rarely made friends or formed any cohesiveness with the unit to which they were assigned.


  The American units which participated in the Colmar campaigns were both experienced and novice. The experienced units, primarily the 3rd, 36th and 45th Infantry Divisions, and units like the 761st Tank Battalion, were held together by their histories and shared experiences. There remained a core of combat veterans who led by example, encouraged others, and gave those units a feeling of camaraderie. As seen earlier, their training and combat skills remained sharp as did their cohesion as combat units. They were better at organizing new replacements into their ranks and inducting them into the esprit de corps of their unit. On the other hand, those infantry regiments rushed into battle outside of their normal divisional organization seemed to have lacked some of this unity and integration. The last minute “stripping” process by which 200 men in each regiment were detached and rushed to the front as replacements did not help matters. This is best reflected in the higher initial casualty rate suffered by these units which were also not as successful as their more experienced counterparts. However, with experience came skill. Although some of the battalions of the Task Forces were worn down to 50 percent of their authorized strength during the initial battles of Operation Nordwind and later, they soon developed a unit relationship amongst themselves that brought them up to the level of the more experienced units. They quickly developed the motivation to fight, not for abstract ideals or “Mom and apple pie,” but for themselves and their fellow soldiers in the platoon, company and battalion. It was these men who defended them, and they who defended their comrades.


  Much of the Colmar campaign centered in and around the Vosges Mountains. In one respect the Seventh Army and the First French Army were fortunate in that they both contained experienced mountain warfare units. The “old timers” of the VI Corps, the 3rd, 36th and 45th Infantry Divisions, had been fighting in mountains since Sicily, and then for almost a year in Italy. In addition, the 79th and 100th Infantry Divisions had both taken part in the U.S. Army’s two-month-long Tennessee Maneuvers which gave them experience with terrain not unlike that of the Vosges. Finally, both armored divisions, the 12th and 14th Armored, had also participated in the Tennessee Maneuvers.


  This was not the case with most of the German units. Although previously a minimal three-month training program was required before a German division was deemed combat-ready, most of the German units available during the Colmar campaigns had at most a six-week training program. Many had little or no training, and were rushed into the lines in desperate efforts to halt the Allied advances. By comparison, most American divisions had a minimum of 35 weeks training, and many had significantly more. The result in the German units was that unit cohesion was weak at best, nonexistent at worst. However, not unlike American units, once they had experienced combat together, unit cohesion grew and strengthened the unit. Further, it must be remembered that the more elite German units, such as the 11th and 21st Panzer Divisions and the 17th SS Panzergrenadier Division, had considerable training and experience to call upon, as did the 2nd Mountain and 6th SS Mountain Divisions. Although heavily used and rarely rested they nevertheless formed the core of the German resistance. The constant American attacks gave them no chance for rest or rehabilitation, and pressed the German commanders to keep them on the move to prevent a breakthrough along a long and difficult front. In the words of the Nineteenth Army’s Chief of Staff, Lieutenant General Walter Botsch, “These enemy attacks which were led in an irregular way in respect to time and place, were a disadvantage to us, since the Army Front was never quiet enough to warrant a period of complete rest.”⁵ He was echoed by the Army Group G Chief of Staff, Major General F.W. Von Mellenthin, who said “Constant fighting has been detrimental to the recuperation of the troops involved in the withdrawal from southern France. Although it was possible to reinforce the divisions with ammunition and personnel, the continued heavy defensive fighting, especially the combat in the woods near Le Tholy, resulted in considerable losses on our side. The replacements, inadequately trained, were quickly used up.”⁶


  Nor did the Germans maintain a standard organizational structure. Some divisions had three regiments of two battalions; others had two regiments of three battalions. Separate regiments of police, Russian turncoats and low morale Austrian mountaineers filled in gaps in the defenses, none of which were either properly trained for combat or sufficiently motivated. The available tanks and tank destroyers were shifted around so often they rarely made a decisive impact on any individual battle. Corps and corps commanders were changed often, resulting in additional confusion and uncertainty. One example given by a historian who has closely studied these battles is the 553rd Volksgrenadier Division, which, during the height of the battles, was transferred from one field army, with which it had communications, to another with which it could not communicate!


  


  One further point of strategic controversy arose during the Colmar campaigns. Once the decision had been taken not to cross the Rhine in fall 1944, the subject of what to do with the Seventh Army arose. It had several options. It could go to the aid of the First French Army and reduce the Colmar Pocket in November and December. It could attack north, advancing up the west bank of the Rhine through Rastatt and Lauterbourg and outflank the defenses protecting the Saar basin, threatening and perhaps seizing the Saar industrial region. But once again General Eisenhower chose to hold to his broad front plan in that General Patton’s Third Army needed help. Patch was ordered to take over a portion of Third Army’s front while at the same time sending Patton two of his divisions. Giving up these divisions, out of the seven available to Patch, would have made it significantly more difficult for Seventh Army to push north while at the same time holding Strasbourg and assisting the French to the south. Again, this seems again to raise questions about Eisenhower’s views about 6th Army Group and General Devers. His criticism of Devers’ delay in reducing the Colmar Pocket seems particularly unfair when taken in the light of his own orders to weaken Seventh Army and then expecting it to do more than possible with fewer forces. The argument that a crossing by Seventh Army of the Rhine around Rastatt, or a breakthrough of the West Wall west of the Rhine, would have forced the Germans to withdraw the Colmar Pocket defenders and put an additional strain on German resources also casts doubt on General Eisenhower’s decision.


  General Eisenhower, known for his ability to deal with difficult subordinates and leaders of foreign allied armies, seemed unable to reconcile himself to General Devers whom he apparently considered a rival and threat to his own position, although there is no known evidence that Devers ever vied for that position. “Eisenhower’s relations with Devers had none of the warmth or patience of the Supreme Commander’s dealing with his friends in the 12th Army Group. Instead, there was a too-ready willingness to adopt an accusatory tone at the least hint of anything going wrong,”⁷ wrote one noted historian of the relationship between Generals Eisenhower and Devers. He continues, “Eisenhower blamed Devers for the [Colmar] pocket’s existence, and everything having to do with it was bound up with his increasingly evident penchant for nagging at Devers and finding fault with almost every move he made. Ike’s unwanted coolness toward the 6th Army Group commander went beyond the usual and immediate explanation that Devers, unlike Bradley and Patton, was not an old friend and was Marshall’s choice for his post rather than Eisenhower’s; its touch of irrationality appeared especially in SHAEF’s willingness to damage the Eifel offensive for the Colmar Pocket.”⁸


  Finally, one study of General Eisenhower’s relationships with his subordinates clearly states the situation between Eisenhower and Devers. “Eisenhower had never thought much of Jacob L. Devers, commander of the 6th Army Group. He was a West Point classmate of Patton and, like him, a keen polo player, but there the similarity ended. Asked by the War Department to rate 38 of his highest officers, he put Devers at 24, lower than several corps commanders; and Devers was the only one of the 38 he had anything negative to say about. Devers, he said, was ‘often inaccurate in statements and evaluations,’ and added, ‘He had not, so far, produced among the seniors of the American organization here [a] feeling of trust and confidence.’ It was a mystery that Eisenhower retained him—except that he hated to bust lieutenant generals …”⁹ Again, perhaps it had to do with the fact that Devers had also been selected by General Eisenhower’s own mentor, George C. Marshall, the Army’s Chief of Staff and Eisenhower’s immediate superior.


  


  For the American infantryman who fought in France in World War II the experience was an emotional one. One infantryman in the 254th Infantry Regiment who fought during the Colmar Campaign described his reactions as “taciturn; diffident; frightened, almost meek; mechanically going forward”¹⁰ as his unit moved up to the front lines. As they approached the combat zone, conversation between buddies ceased and tension clearly built up in each man. Rifles, ammunition and hand grenades were mechanically checked and rechecked. Helmets were clamped down tighter. A sudden sound of weapons fire electrified every man, paralyzing him for a few seconds as he automatically hunched down. Advancing on an objective, the sounds of incoming artillery rounds grew deafening, while the smell of burnt powder filled the air. Men screaming and cursing and yelling incomprehensible sounds were soon lost in the general volume of noise. Then suddenly the objective was taken as “the fear we had felt descended on us like an avalanche, leaving us only cold and wet and exhausted.”¹¹


  The all too brief rest periods were not much comfort for the infantry of World War II. They had to make their own comforts, living in filth, feet aching after marching and marching, and hair dirty and matted stiff under the heavy helmet. Ticks, fleas and body lice torture them as they try to rest. Severe cold, in such places as Alsace in winter, only added to the misery. Foot inspections were essential in order not to lose toes, or even feet, to trench foot or frostbite. Disease under such conditions was not only expected, it was inevitable. It took as heavy a toll as did battle casualties in many units. Despite the attempts of higher commands to provide dry socks, shoe-pacs and insulated rubber boots, the problem was never solved. Shock and combat exhaustion further depleted the ranks. In the period between August 15, and December 31, 1944, the Seventh Army suffered over 10,000 psychiatric cases, of which about one-third were able to return to duty.


  Leadership was also in short supply for a while in Seventh Army. General Patch was especially concerned that the casualty rate among junior officers was too high. In November SHAEF lifted a restriction on directly appointing officers within individual divisions. The division commanders were given unlimited authority to make such commissions, at the rate of 20 such commissions every 90 days.¹² But Seventh Army received no new officers from outside the army until March 1945. This imposed a great burden on those in leadership roles throughout the army, and explains in part why B Company, 15th Infantry, had only two officers assigned to it, instead of the normal six, when Lieutenant Audie Murphy earned his Medal of Honor.


  Seventh Army also participated with success in the integration of the American Army, at least temporarily. Two of its attached armored battalions, the 614th Tank Destroyer Battalion and the 761st Tank Battalion, were made up of African-American soldiers and non-commissioned officers led by a mix of Caucasian and African-American officers. Both were attached to the 103rd Infantry Division and served with distinction. The former unit received a Distinguished Unit Citation for fighting with the 103rd Infantry Division at Climbach, and also the first Distinguished Service Cross awarded to units organic or attached to the division. The latter unit had previously earned a unit commendation from the commander of the XII Corps in Third Army who wrote that “the 761st Tank Battalion … entered combat with such conspicuous courage and success as to warrant special commendation.”¹³


  There was one failure, however, in which the Seventh Army was involved. The 827th Tank Destroyer Battalion (Negro) was originally scheduled to deploy to the Pacific, but that deployment had been cancelled when skill tests showed serious training deficiencies. By this time, Spring 1944, most of the remaining African-American armored battalions had been converted to service units. But the 827th Tank Destroyer continued in training. A new commander and new executive officer both arrived and were quickly convinced that the battalion was poorly trained and was not getting better. The executive officer believed that the 827th had been “railroaded through the training tests” in order to qualify it for overseas duty. The Operations Officer, who had served the longest with the battalion, agreed. Most of its officers were convinced that the battalion would soon be converted into a service battalion. But to the consternation of most of its leaders, the battalion, after two and a half years of training, had most of its Caucasian junior officers replaced with newly commissioned African-American officers, only to see a reversal of the process a few months later. After failing five Army Ground Forces battalion tests, which were designed to evaluate the efficiency of the unit, the battalion was alerted for overseas deployment. It never did complete its training cycle. It had, for example, no training whatsoever in indirect fire, a prime mission of tank destroyers. The enlisted men, and some officers, could not read a map, maintain communications or perform maintenance on their vehicles. It left Camp Hood in October 1944, and arrived in Marseille where it was assigned to Seventh Army. During the road march from Marseille to the Vosges it was involved in several accidents, had reported cases of speeding on the treacherous roads, columns breaking and breakdowns from improper maintenance. Upon arrival at Sarrebourg most of the vehicles went into the repair shops.


  


  After recovery, the 827th Tank Destroyer Battalion (Negro) was attached to the 12th Armored Division. It worked in the same area as the 614th Tank Destroyer Battalion (Negro), who helped as much as it could to orient the newcomers. Immediately discipline became a problem, with men leaving their guns and vehicles unguarded while they went to seek shelter from an unforgiving climate. Men built fires on the front line in direct violation of orders. Soon after Operation Nordwind began, the battalion was assigned as a part of Combat Command B to the 79th Infantry Division, as Task Force Wahl. Before the command began to move, an officer and an enlisted man shot each other. More shootings occurred as officers and senior non-commissioned officers attempted to organize the movement. Soon the lead company commander reported that 75 percent of his men were missing. Most of the rest were drunk. Another company took over the assignment.


  The battalion then endured 12 days of combat around fiercely contested Rittershofen and Hatten. Complaints began to come in that the 827th Tank Destroyer Battalion (Negro) was uncooperative. It was accused of taking orders only from its own officers and refusing cooperation with other armored and infantry units. Although some units of the battalion performed quite well, others did not. As a result the battalion earned a reputation for undependability and poor performances. In one instance, a company of 12 guns started out to assist the 3rd Battalion, 313th Infantry, 79th Infantry Division. It arrived with only two guns, the company commander having no idea where his remaining ten guns had disappeared to. When the Germans attacked, the same company commander went into a nearby pillbox and remained there for the three and a half hours that the attack lasted. So intense did the situation become that when one gun crew refused to fire on a disabled German tank threatening an infantry unit the unit commander threatened to shoot the entire crew if they refused his order. The German tank escaped while the argument continued.


  Soon infantry officers refused to work with the 827th Tank Destroyer Battalion (Negro). Some of their guns were taken over by the 813th Tank Destroyer Battalion to replace lost vehicles. Others were manned by volunteer infantrymen. It wasn’t long before the VI Corps Inspector General was involved. The report which followed commended some actions of the battalion, such as Company B at Soulzsous-Foréts while working with the 68th Armored Infantry Battalion. Other actions were also well handled by elements of the battalion. The Inspector General’s report recommended the battalion be pulled out of action and given additional training, then be recommitted to combat. General Brooks, commanding VI Corps, however, recommended instead that the battalion be disbanded and that its men, except those who had proven themselves “worthy,” be assigned to service units. General Patch agreed with General Brooks and ordered the battalion disbanded. A substitute tank destroyer battalion of Caucasian personnel drawn from the Seventh Army would replace it. Meanwhile the 827th Tank Destroyer Battalion (Negro) returned to its attachment to the 12th Armored Division and participated in the Colmar Pocket operation. One platoon was attached to each combat command while the remainder of the battalion was held in reserve. While the forward platoons fought on until the American and French forces joined hands on February 6th, the rest of the battalion fought amongst themselves. On the night of February 5th, the 827th’s battalion commander called for help to the 12th Armored Division’s headquarters. His men were out of control, drawing guns, molesting French civilians and were shooting wildly. The 12th Armored Division, after sending staff to view the situation, asked to be relieved of the 827th Tank Destroyer Battalion (Negro) immediately. A few days later the battalion was sent to Baccarat where it was attached to the 68th Antiaircraft Artillery Group of XV Corps. It spent the remainder of the month on guard duty. Soon after the battalion turned in its tank destroyers and became the “housekeeping unit” at 6th Army Group Headquarters.


  


  The French units experienced similar problems, with even more severe manpower shortages and more discipline problems due to a population of African troops whose stake in the war was far less than that of their French officers. Cultural and linguistic differences between officers and enlisted men only aggravated an already bad situation. The so-called “whitening” of French units proceeded slowly and did little to overcome the problem before the Colmar Pocket was overrun. Equipment was also a problem for the French. Although supplied by the Americans with most of their equipment, particularly tanks, guns and vehicles, the French were ill-prepared to maintain these vehicles and had few units trained to conduct maintenance. As a result much of the time French units went into battle with far less than their authorized number of tanks, tank destroyers and artillery. This would continue to be a problem throughout the war. Further, the French command suffered repeatedly from the demands of their political leadership to provide experienced combat units to clear the French ports along the Atlantic coast. As it turned out, most of these ports would not be cleared until Germany surrendered, but the regular demand for the troops hindered to a great extent the ability of the French command to plan and conduct combat operations without looking constantly over their shoulder to see what units might, or might not, be available.


  Despite these problems, many of which were endemic to all of the armies of World War II, the American and French soldiers of 6th Army Group did their job. They cleared southern France, pushed into Alsace and Lorraine, and moved up to the west bank of the Rhine. They cleared the deadly Vosges Mountains, all but eliminated the Nineteenth Army from the German order of battle, assisted the Third Army in clearing the Saar-Palatinate, defeated a major German counteroffensive and eventually crossed the Rhine into southern Germany and Austria.


  General Devers, too, was successful, despite a serious lack of trust between him and his superior officer, General Eisenhower. His 6th Army Group conducted a successful invasion of Southern France, raced up the Rhone Valley, pushing the Nineteenth Army and Army Group G out of southern France in a matter of weeks, cleared Alsace and the Vosges Mountains, opened the Belfort Gap and Saverne, reduced the Colmar Pocket and crossed the Rhine only when permitted by SHAEF. In the process several vital ports, such as Marseille, Toulon and other Riviera ports were secured, allowing American reinforcements and supplies to flow far more easily than along France’s Atlantic coastline alone. In fact, the southern French ports were opened long before General Eisenhower’s 21st Army Group was able to open the critical port of Antwerp for the northern group of armies to use for the same purpose. By September, the southern ports opened by 6th Army Group were accounting for one-quarter of all Allied supplies arriving in France. This figure rose to one-third by November and remained there until eventually supplanted by Antwerp in March 1945.


  General Eisenhower also failed to acknowledge a debt to General Devers in his dealings with him. Repeatedly during the planning for the invasion of Northern France, the planned invasion of Southern France was seriously questioned by high authorities. Few saw a need for a second invasion, but Eisenhower demanded it as essential to his broad front strategy. One of his key supporters was Devers, long before he knew he would receive the command. The differences between the two leaders appear to have been one of operational views. Devers felt that Eisenhower’s view was to the acquisition of territory—the Saar and the Ruhr—rather than the destruction of the German Army. Devers wished to exploit opportunities, not unlike Patton, as they arose. He would later explain that it was “not cracking the line or pushing the enemy back to a line or river” that was important, “but the destruction of the enemy itself that counts.”¹⁴ He went on to say that, “we must capture the German army or what exists of it and take our minds off terrain.”¹⁵ General Patch’s Operations Officer at Seventh Army, Colonel John S. Guthrie, later recalled that Devers was openly critical of Eisenhower’s judgments and feared that because he spoke so openly that word had gotten back to Eisenhower, further tainting their relationship. He credited Major General David G. Barr, 6th Army Group Chief of Staff, with smoothing out many of the differences between the two generals. One historian points out that the constant difficulties Eisenhower had with British Field Marshal Bernard Montgomery, commanding 21st Army Group, may have made his relationship with Devers worse due to his criticism and debate on operations with which he disagreed but, unlike the British officer who had the backing of his own government, Devers was an American and subordinate to Eisenhower.


  Within his own command Devers had less difficulty. With subordinates such as General Barr, Major General Reuben Jenkins, his Operations Officer, and others he often delegated authority, preferring to issue general objectives to his subordinate commanders rather than get into tactical details. He let his corps commanders fight the battles as well as run their own logistical and administrative affairs. His staff linked the corps and 6th Army Group Headquarters as well as linking 6th Army Group with SHAEF.


  Least known among the American army commanders was General Patch. Yet although he rarely interfered in operations he was crucial in planning the invasion of Southern France, kept VI Corps in check until the First French Army could come alongside, and kept the fragile Anglo-French relationship working as far as the Rhine River. He rarely stepped into the daily fighting. Instead he oversaw the combat forces under his command to ensure that everything possible was being done to provide them with the reinforcements, ammunition, equipment and medical services they required. Yet when the German offensive struck Seventh Army in January, Patch was quick to assume the role of active tactical commander, coordinating the movements of his two corps and moving forces between them to ensure victory.


  General de Lattre was of a different caliber. He was much more into tactical direction of his armies, perhaps due to the French need to conserve men and supplies. Because he had to depend upon American largesse for all of his supplies, he had less need to concentrate in this area and had more time for tactical matters. His concerns for men and material to achieve his objectives were tempered with the need of the new French government to attain a place of honor at the conference table ending the war. The incident over Strasbourg was only the most known of several incidents which required his attention and tact in working with his allies. General Devers liked him, considering him someone of “great courage who … will fight the First French Army realistically and effectively.”¹⁶ Throughout, both men had concerns beyond that of fighting on the front lines. The need to seal off the Franco-Italian Border and the repeated demands to provide units to clear out the German pockets on the French Atlantic coast threatened to divert attention and resources from their main objective, defeating the German Army in the field. Although Eisenhower had originally decided to ignore the German enclaves at Lorient, St. Nazaire and La Rochelle, as well as those on the Gironde Estuary, which blocked access to the port of Bordeaux, he had been pressured by General de Gaulle to include these as objectives. He made de Gaulle responsible for those ports, and de Gaulle had no other option then but to strip the First French Army for units to accomplish the task. But despite repeated requests for troops, de Lattre, who had served with de Gaulle earlier in the war, was able to convince him to postpone those operations. In fact, it would not be until April 1945 that General Leclerc’s 2nd French Armored Division, an ad hoc group known as the French Forces of the West, and a U.S. Artillery brigade completed the mission, which took about a week.


  Finally, the problem of the Franco-Italian border, which remained a threat, although never active, was resolved by the creation of a new French division, an alpine unit appropriate for the terrain, which secured that area. In the interim several units had rotated as guardians of the border, including the 1st Canadian-American Special Service Force, the 442nd (Japanese-American) Infantry Regimental Combat Team, a portion of the 12th Armored Division and a composite force under the command of the U.S. 44th Antiaircraft Artillery Brigade. The Germans, concerned with their many problems elsewhere, never mounted any attack from the border region.


  


  Once the Allies had established themselves on the beaches of Normandy in June 1944, the eventual Allied victory was never in serious doubt. What was in doubt was how long it would take, and how many lives it would cost. This is not to say that there were not periods when victory seemed quite distant, as during the German Ardennes Offensive, or Operation Nordwind. Yet American troops and their allies fought through it all.


  There is little reason to debate that the war could have been fought differently. Any senior American general in command of Allied forces in France and Germany most likely would have fought the war the same way. Americans did not have a tradition of sending one large army thrusting into the enemy heartland while others held the flanks. Power was the name of the American game. Attacking in force and with all resources available at the point of contact was the tradition. Yet too often we ignore that this great power came down to the individual soldier, the platoon leader, the company commander, who when every fiber of their beings rebelled against sending their bodies into the enemy fire, went forward into the maelstrom anyway. And, they won.


  Nor was it always pure power that prevailed. In the battles around Colmar in 1944 and 1945, for much of the campaign the Allies were not more powerful than the well dug-in Germans. We have seen how seriously depleted American and French units went time after time into the attack against excellent German defenses, over impossible terrain, and in dangerous weather conditions, to apply what power they had to destroy those defenses. That they prevailed is a testament to their courage, skill and determination.


  


  


  


  APPENDIX A


  


  ALLIED ORDER OF BATTLE


  


  


  SIXTH ARMY GROUP ORDER OF BATTLE, JANUARY 1945


  General Jacob L. Devers, Commanding


  Major General David G. Barr, Chief of Staff


  Brigadier General Eugene L. Harrison, Assistant Chief of Staff, G-2


  Brigadier General Rueben E. Jenkins, Assistant Chief of Staff, G-3


  


  101st Cavalry Group (Mechanized)


  101st Cavalry Reconnaissance Squadron 116th Cavalry


  Reconnaissance Squadron


  


  102nd Cavalry Group (Mechanized)


  38th Cavalry Reconnaissance Squadron 102nd Cavalry


  Reconnaissance Squadron


  


  115th Cavalry Group (Mechanized)


  104th Cavalry Reconnaissance Squadron 107th Cavalry


  Reconnaissance Squadron


  


  SEVENTH UNITED STATES ARMY


  Lieutenant General Alexander M. Patch


  Major General Arthur A White, Chief of Staff


  Colonel Leo V. Warner, Deputy Chief of Staff


  Brigadier General Garrison H. Davidson, Engineer Officer


  Brigadier General J. F. Brittingham, Artillery Officer


  Brigadier General Paul D. Kelley, Antiaircraft Artillery Officer


  Brigadier General George F. Wooley, Signal Officer


  Brigadier General Clyde Massey, Quartermaster


  Brigadier General Edward W. Smith, Ordnance Officer


  Colonel William H. Craig, Assistant Chief of Staff, G-1


  Colonel William W. Quinn, Assistant Chief of Staff, G-2


  Colonel John S. Guthrie, Assistant Chief of Staff, G-3


  Colonel Oliver C. Harvey, Assistant Chief of Staff, G-4


  36th Engineer Combat Group


  


  540th Engineer Combat Group


  94th Engineer General Service Regiment (Colored)


  335th Engineer General Service Regiment


  343rd Engineer General Service Regiment


  344th Engineer General Service Regiment


  


  VI Corps—Major General Edward H. Brooks


  Task Force Hudelson—Colonel Daniel Hudelson


  62nd Armored Infantry Battalion


  94th Cavalry Reconnaissance Squadron, Mechanized


  117th Cavalry Reconnaissance Squadron, Mechanized


  45th Infantry Division—Major General Robert T. Frederick


  
    
      
        	157th Infantry Regiment

        	179th Infantry Regiment
      


      
        	180th Infantry Regiment

        	158th Field Artillery Bn.
      


      
        	160th Field Artillery Bn.

        	171st Field Artillery Bn.
      


      
        	189th Field Artillery Bn.

        	45th Reconnaissance Troop, Mechanized
      


      
        	120th Engineer Combat Bn.
      


      
        	191st Tank Battalion (attached)

        	120th Medical Battalion
      


      
        	645th Tank Destroyer Battalion (attached)

        	101st Tank Battalion (attached)
      

    
  


  106th Automatic Antiaircraft Weapons Battalion (attached)


  Task Force Herren (70th Infantry Division)


  Brigadier General Thomas Herren


  274th Infantry Regiment


  275th Infantry Regiment


  276th Infantry Regiment


  Task Force Linden (42nd Infantry Division)


  Brigadier General Henry Linden


  222nd Infantry Regiment


  232nd Infantry Regiment


  242nd Infantry Regiment


  79th Infantry Division—Major General Ira Wyche


  


  
    
      
        	313th Infantry Regiment

        	314th Infantry Regiment
      


      
        	315th Infantry Regiment

        	310th Field Artillery Bn.
      


      
        	311th Field Artillery Bn.

        	312th Field Artillery Bn.
      


      
        	904th Field Artillery Bn.

        	79th Reconnaissance Troop, Mechanized
      


      
        	304th Engineer Combat Battalion
      


      
        	304th Medical Battalion

        	781st Tank Battalion (attached)
      

    
  


  813th Tank Destroyer Battalion (attached)


  463rd Automatic Antiaircraft Weapons Battalion (attached)


  


  XV Corps—Major General Wade H. Haislip


  103rd Infantry Division—Major General Charles Haffner


  
    
      
        	409th Infantry Regiment

        	410th Infantry Regiment
      


      
        	411th Infantry Regiment

        	382nd Field Artillery Bn.
      


      
        	383rd Field Artillery Bn.

        	384th Field Artillery Bn.
      


      
        	928th Field Artillery Bn.

        	103rd Reconnaissance Troop, Mechanized
      


      
        	328th Engineer Combat Bn.
      


      
        	328th Medical Battalion

        	781st Tank Battalion (attached)
      

    
  


  100th Infantry Division—Major General Withers Burress


  
    
      
        	397th Infantry Regiment

        	398th Infantry Regiment
      


      
        	399th Infantry Regiment

        	373rd Field Artillery Bn.
      


      
        	374th Field Artillery Bn.

        	375th Field Artillery Bn.
      


      
        	925th Field Artillery Bn.

        	100th Reconnaissance Troop, Mechanized
      


      
        	325th Medical Battalion
      


      
        	325th Engineer Combat Bn.

        	824th Tank Destroyer Battalion (attached)
      


      
        	898th Automatic Antiaircraft Weapons Battalion (attached)
      

    
  


  44th Infantry Division—Brigadier General William Dean


  
    
      
        	71st Infantry Regiment

        	114th Infantry Regiment
      


      
        	324th Infantry Regiment

        	156th Field Artillery Bn.
      


      
        	157th Field Artillery Bn.

        	217th Field Artillery Bn.
      


      
        	220th Field Artillery Bn.

        	44th Reconnaissance Troop, Mechanized
      


      
        	63rd Engineer Combat Battalion
      


      
        	119th Medical Battalion

        	749th Tank Battalion (attached)
      

    
  


  776th Tank Destroyer Battalion (attached)


  895th Automatic Antiaircraft Weapons Battalion (attached)


  Task Force Harris (63rd Infantry Division)


  Brigadier General Frederick Harris


  253rd Infantry Regiment


  254th Infantry Regiment


  255th Infantry Regiment


  


  


  XXI Corps (SHAEF Reserve)—Major General Frank W. Milburn


  12th Armored Division—Major General Roderick Allen


  
    
      
        	23rd Tank Battalion

        	43rd Tank Battalion
      


      
        	714th Tank Battalion

        	17th Armored Infantry Bn.
      


      
        	56th Armored Infantry Bn.

        	66th Armored Infantry Bn.
      


      
        	493rd Armored Field Artillery Bn.

        	494th Armored Field Artillery Bn.
      


      
        	495th Armored Field Artillery Bn.
      


      
        	92nd Cavalry Reconnaissance Squadron

        	119th Armored Engineer Bn.
      


      
        	827th Tank Destroyer Bn. (attached)
      


      
        	82nd Medical Battalion, Armored
      

    
  


  572nd Automatic Antiaircraft Weapons Bn. (attached)


  14th Armored Division—Major General Albert Smith


  
    
      
        	25th Tank Battalion

        	47th Tank Battalion
      


      
        	48th Tank Battalion

        	19th Armored Infantry Bn.
      


      
        	62nd Armored Infantry Bn.

        	68th Armored Infantry Bn.
      


      
        	499th Armored Field Artillery Bn.

        	500th Armored Field Artillery Battalion
      


      
        	501st Armored Field Artillery Battalion
      


      
        	94th Cavalry Reconnaissance Squadron
      


      
        	125th Armored Engineer Bn.
      


      
        	84th Medical Battalion, Armored

        	398th Automatic Antiaircraft Weapons Bn. (attached)
      

    
  


  SEVENTH ARMY RESERVE


  36th Infantry Division—Major General John Dahlquist


  
    
      
        	141st Infantry Regiment

        	142nd Infantry Regiment
      


      
        	143rd Infantry Regiment

        	131st Field Artillery Bn.
      


      
        	132nd Field Artillery Bn.

        	133rd Field Artillery Bn.
      


      
        	155th Field Artillery Bn.

        	36th Reconnaissance Troop, Mechanized
      


      
        	111th Engineer Combat Bn.
      


      
        	111th Medical Battalion

        	753rd Tank Battalion (attached)
      

    
  


  443rd Automatic Antiaircraft Weapons Battalion


  636th Tank Destroyer Battalion


  2nd Division Blindée—General de Division Jacques Leclerc


  12th Regiment Cuirassiers (Medium Tanks)


  12th Regiment de Chasseurs d’Afrique (Medium Tanks)


  501st Regiment de Chars de Combat (Battle Tank Regiment-Medium Tanks)


  


  Regiment de Marche de Tchad (Infantry)


  Regiment Blindee de Fusiliers Marins (Armored Naval Fusilier Regiment)


  Regiment de Marche de Spahis Marocain (Reconnaissance)


  1st/3rd Colonial Artillery Regiment


  1/40th North African Artillery Regiment


  11/64th Artillery Regiment


  22nd Colonial Antiaircraft Group


  13th Motorized Engineer Battalion


  13th Medical Battalion


  


  FIRST FRENCH ARMY


  General Jean De Lattre De Tassigny


  3rd (U.S.) Infantry Division—Major General John W. O’Daniel


  
    
      
        	7th Infantry Regiment

        	15th Infantry Regiment
      


      
        	30th Infantry Regiment

        	9th Field Artillery Bn.
      


      
        	10th Field Artillery Bn.

        	39th Field Artillery Bn.
      


      
        	41st Field Artillery Battalion

        	3rd Reconnaissance Troop, Mechanized
      


      
        	10th Engineer Combat Battalion
      


      
        	3rd Medical Battalion

        	756th Tank Battalion (attached)
      

    
  


  601st Tank Destroyer Battalion (attached)


  441st Automatic Antiaircraft Weapons Battalion (attached)


  First Corps—General Antoine Béthouart


  1st DMI (Division de march Infantrie)—General Diego Brosset


  
    
      
        	1st Brigade d’Infanterie

        	2nd Brigade d’Infanterie
      


      
        	4th Brigade d’Infanterie¹

        	1st Regiment d’Artillerie
      


      
        	1st Regiment de Fusiliers Marins (light tanks)

        	1st Artillery Regiment
      


      
        	21st Antiaircraft Group
      

    
  


  1st Engineer Battalion


  3rd Division d’Infantry Algeriénne—General Augustin Guillaume


  
    
      
        	3rd Regiment de Tirailleurs Algeriens

        	7th Regiment de Tirailleurs Algeriens
      


      
        	4th Regiment de Tirailleurs Tunisiens

        	67th Regiment d’Artillerie d’Afrique
      


      
        	37th Antiaircraft Group

        	83rd Engineer Battalion
      

    
  


  3rd Medical Battalion


  3rd Regiment de Spahis Algeriens de Reconnaissance (light tanks)


  


  Second Corps—General Joseph de Goislard de Monsabert


  1st Division Blindée—General Aimé Sudré


  
    
      
        	2nd Regiment Cuirassiers

        	2nd Regiment de Chasseurs d’Afrique
      


      
        	5th Regiment de Chasseurs d’Afrique
      


      
        	3rd Chasseurs d’Afrique Reconnaissance
      


      
        	68th Regiment d’Artillerie d’Afrique
      


      
        	9th Regiment de Chasseurs d’Afrique
      


      
        	88th Armored Engineer Battalion
      


      
        	15th Medical Battalion
      

    
  


  9th Division d-Infanterie Colonial—General Joseph Magnan


  
    
      
        	4th Regiment de Tirailleurs Senegalais

        	6th Regiment de Tirailleurs Senegalais
      


      
        	13th Regiment de Tirailleurs Senegalais

        	Regiment d’Artillerie Colonial du Maroc
      

    
  


  Moroccan Colonial Infantry Regiment (Armored)


  Regiment de Chasseurs de Chars (tank destroyers)


  71st Motorized Engineer Battalion


  25th Medical Battalion


  2nd Division d’Infanterie Morocaine—General Marcel Carpentier


  
    
      
        	4th Regiment de Tirailleurs Marocains

        	5th Regiment de Tirailleurs Marocains
      


      
        	8th Regiment de Tirailleurs Marocains

        	63rd Regiment d’Artillerie d’Afrique
      


      
        	3rd Regiment de Spahis Marocains (reconnaissance) [light tanks]

        	87th Engineer Battalion
      


      
        	41st Colonial AA Battalion
      


      
        	9th Medical Battalion
      

    
  


  4th Division Marocaine de Montagne—General René de Hesdin


  
    
      
        	1st Regiment de Tirailleurs Marocains

        	2nd Regiment de Tirailleurs Marocains
      


      
        	6th Regiment de Tirailleurs Marocains

        	69th Regiment d’Artillerie Marocaine
      


      
        	4th Regiment de Spahis Marocains (light tanks)

        	33rd Antiaircraft Group
      


      
        	82nd Engineer Battalion
      

    
  


  8th Medical Battalion


  


  5th Division Blindée—General Henri de Vernejoul


  
    
      
        	1st Regiment Cuirassiers

        	1st Regiment de Chasseurs d’Afrique
      


      
        	6th Regiment de Chasseurs d’Afrique
      


      
        	11th Regiment de Chasseurs d’Afrique
      


      
        	62nd Regiment d’Artillerie d’Afrique
      


      
        	126th Regiment d’Infanterie
      


      
        	Regiment de Marche de la Legion Etrangere

        	152nd Regiment d’Infanterie
      

    
  


  10th Division d’Infanterie—General Pierre Bilotte


  
    
      
        	5th Regiment d’Infanterie

        	24th Regiment d’Infanterie
      


      
        	46th Regiment d’Infanterie

        	32nd Regiment d’Artillerie
      

    
  


  French 1st Army Troops


  1st Groupement de Tabors Marocains


  3rd Groupement de Tabors Marocains


  (XXI U.S. Corps attached in late January)


  


  UNITS ASSIGNED JANUARY 1945, FROM SHAEF RESERVE


  28th Infantry Division—Major General Norman D. Cota


  
    
      
        	109th Infantry Regiment

        	110th Infantry Regiment
      


      
        	112th Infantry Regiment

        	107th Field Artillery Bn.
      


      
        	108th Field Artillery Bn.

        	109th Field Artillery Bn.
      


      
        	229th Field Artillery Bn.

        	28th Reconnaissance Troop, Mechanized
      


      
        	103rd Engineer Combat Bn.
      


      
        	103rd Medical Battalion

        	707th Tank Battalion (attached)
      

    
  


  602nd Tank Destroyer Battalion (attached)


  447th Automatic Antiaircraft Weapons Battalion (attached)


  75th Infantry Division—Major General Ray E. Porter


  
    
      
        	289th Infantry Regiment

        	290th Infantry Regiment
      


      
        	291st Infantry Regiment

        	730th Field Artillery Bn.
      


      
        	897th Field Artillery Bn.

        	898th Field Artillery Bn.
      


      
        	899th Field Artillery Bn.

        	75th Reconnaissance Troop, Mechanized
      


      
        	275th Engineer Combat Bn.
      


      
        	375th Medical Battalion

        	750th Tank Bn. (attached)
      


      
        	629th Tank Destroyer Bn. (attached)

        	772nd Tank Destroyer Bn. (attached)
      

    
  


  440th Automatic Antiaircraft Weapons Bn.


  


  


  


  APPENDIX B


  


  ORGANIZATION OF GERMAN MILITARY UNITS¹


  


  


  GERMAN INFANTRY DIVISION, 1944 TYPE


  • Division Headquarters²


  (Authorized Division strength approximately 12,500)


  • Three infantry regiments, each of two infantry battalions³


  • One artillery regiment, with three battalions of three 4-gun horse-drawn 105mm howitzers each


  • with a fourth battalion of three 4-gun batteries of horse-drawn 150mm howitzers⁴


  • One Füsilier Battalion⁵


  • One Antitank Battalion⁶


  • One Combat Engineer Battalion⁷


  • One Signals Battalion⁸


  • Support Services (medical, supply, veterinary company, postal, etc.)


  


  GERMAN VOLKS-GRENADIER DIVISION⁹


  • Division Headquarters¹⁰


  (Authorized strength approximately 10,100)


  • Füsilier Company (bicycle)¹¹


  • Three infantry regiments, each of two infantry battalions¹²


  • One artillery regiment with one battalion of three 6-gun 75mm batteries, two battalions of three 4-gun batteries of 105mm howitzer and one battalion of three 4-gun 150mm howitzer batteries


  • One Füsiller Battalion


  • One Panzer Jäger (Antitank) Battalion with nine 75mm towed antitank guns, a battery of nine 37mm automatic antiaircraft guns and one 14-gun company of 75mm assault guns or tank destroyers


  • One Combat Engineer Battalion¹³


  • One Signal Battalion


  • Associated services (ordnance, administration, medical, veterinary, postal, etc.)


  


  


  GERMAN PANZER-GRENADIER DIVISION (Type 1944)


  • Division Headquarters¹⁴


  (Authorized strength approximately 13,900)


  • Two armored infantry regiments, each of three battalions¹⁵


  • One armored battalion consisting of 48 75mm assault guns, tanks or tank destroyers¹⁶


  • One armored infantry reconnaissance battalion¹⁷


  • One armored artillery regiment¹⁸ with one battalion of three 4-gun batteries of towed 105mm howitzers, one battalion of three 4-gun batteries of towed 150mm howitzers and a third battalion of two 4-gun batteries with self-propelled 105mm howitzers, plus one 4-gun battery of 150mm howitzers


  • One antitank battalion with two 14-gun batteries of 75mm assault guns or tank destroyers and one 12-gun battery of towed 75mm antitank guns¹⁹


  • One Feldersatz Battalion²⁰


  • One Antiaircraft Battalion²¹


  • One Combat Engineer Battalion²²


  • One Signal Battalion²³


  • Associated services (medical, workshops, postal, bakery, etc.)


  


  PANZER BRIGADE


  • Brigade Staff, including motorized escort company, signals platoon, reconnaissance platoon and Motorcycle Messenger Platoon


  • One Panzer Battalion with 4 Panther Tank companies²⁴


  • One Panzer Grenadier Battalion with 5 armored infantry companies


  • Panzer (half-track) Pioneer Company


  (flamethrowers and machine guns)


  • Armored Maintenance Platoon


  • Motorized 60-Ton Transportation Company
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  18. The 159th Division was formerly a reserve division that took part in the occupation of Vichy France. It had fought in the Battle of France 1944, where it was upgraded to a regular infantry division. Its commander was Major General Wilhelm Dernen. The 189th Division was also a reserve division engaged in training duties until sent to France on occupation duty. It was stationed in southern France and opposed 6th Army Group from the day of the August 1944, landings there. Its commander was Major General Franz Bauer. The 338th Division was a static division formed in France in 1942. It garrisoned the southern French coast until the August 1944, invasion. During the hasty retreat it lost most of its transport and many of its troops as prisoners. It was rebuilt from various units and sent to Alsace. Its commander was Colonel Rudolf von Oppen.


  


  19. General von Gilsa was immediately replaced with Lieutenant General Gustav Hoehne by General Balck.


  


  CHAPTER 6: The Belfort Gap


  


  1.   The 25th Infantry Division stationed in Hawaii.


  


  2.   The sole exception was the 1st Cavalry Division, which retained the World War I “square” configuration.
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  30. The brigade consisted at this time of the 1st Field Artillery Observation Battalion; the 36th Field Artillery Group and the 575th, 630th, 697th and 933rd Field Artillery Battalions. In addition, the 2nd U.S. Army Chemical Mortar Battalion was in direct support of the 9th Colonial Infantry Division.


  


  31. This unit had mutinied in September and had recently been reorganized.


  


  32. de Lattre, op. cit., P. 217.


  


  33. Clarke and Smith, op. cit., P. 413, state that the plans were captured in “the melee in the woods,” but de Lattre, op. cit., P. 231 clearly states the papers were captured from the aide.


  


  34. de Lattre, op. cit., P. 235.


  


  35. de Lattre, op. cit., P. 249.


  


  CHAPTER 7: Stalled on the Rhine


  


  1.   Lieutenant de Loisy was killed at Mulhouse on November 23rd. His detachment consisted of a platoon of infantry and a platoon of tanks. The 2nd African Chasseurs was a tank battalion organic to the 1st French Armored Division.


  


  2.   As noted earlier, the division was composed largely of former Russian police officers, staffed heavily with German soldiers in leadership roles. It had been formed in the summer of 1944, and fought earlier on the Western Front, considered unreliable; it was on its way to the Eastern Front. It was probably commanded at this time by SS Lieutenant Colonel Hans Siegling, who was only 33 years old at this time.


  


  3.   German casualties are a matter of some dispute. French sources indicate in addition to the prisoners, another 10,000 German soldiers were killed by the First French Army in November. However, German leaders interviewed after the war state that the total number of German casualties was “in excess of 10,000.”


  


  4.   Non-battle casualties included 1,691 evacuated with frost-bite and 2,824 due to illness.


  


  5.   de Lattre, op. cit., P. 284.


  


  6.   Clarke and Smith, op. cit., P. 435.


  


  7.   The General Motors Company (GMC) DUKW 353 “Duck” was a key development in amphibious warfare. Created in 1942 by request of the Quartermaster Corps it was designed to transport supplies from ship to shore, or across rivers or generally over any large body of water. The first successful use was at New Caledonia in the South Pacific in March 1943. From that time on it was repeatedly used successfully by the Army and Marine Corps in the European, Mediterranean and Pacific Theaters. With an empty weight of 6,500 kilograms and a load capacity of 2,760 kilograms on land or 5,520 kilograms in water, it could transport men or equipment as needed. It had a land speed of 80 kilometers or 6 knots in water. A 6-cylinder engine ran on motor fuel and required one driver as crew. It was eventually used by many armies, including the French and Dutch. More than 21,147 were produced during the war. Its official military designation (D = model year; U = amphibian; k = all wheel drive; W= dual rear axles) naturally resulted in the nickname “Duck.”


  


  8.   Clarke and Smith, op. cit., P. 439.


  


  9.   Ibid, P. 440.


  


  10. Ibid.


  


  11. Martin Blumenson. The Patton Papers, 1940–1945. Boston: Houghton Mifflin. 1974. P. 583.


  


  12. Ibid, P. 635–636.


  


  13. Ibid, P. 552. Indeed, even when the war had ended and General Devers had been appointed Commanding General of the Army Ground Forces, General Eisenhower, who had been alerted that he was to be the next Army Chief of Staff, was talking about removing General Devers from his post once he (Eisenhower) assumed that highest Army position. See Carlo D’Este, Patton: A Genius for War. New York: Harper Collins. 1995. P.762.


  


  CHAPTER 8: December 1944


  


  1.   The 12th U.S. Armored Division had been originally destined for the 9th U.S. Army in the north, but was reassigned to 6th Army Group on November 27, 1944, as it landed in southern France.


  


  2.   General Patch had recently learned of the death of his son, Captain Alexander McCarrell Patch III, who was serving under his command as an infantry company commander in the 79th Infantry Division.


  


  3.   The 106th Cavalry Group was formed from the 106th Cavalry Regiment (Mechanized) on March 14, 1944, in England. It consisted of the 106th and 121st Cavalry Reconnaissance Squadrons. It landed in France on July 2, 1944, and fought in Normandy and Northern France until transferred to 7th U.S. Army in October.


  


  4.   The 25th Panzer Grenadier Division was formed originally as an infantry division in 1935 and re-organized as a Panzer Grenadier Division late in 1940 after participating in the Polish Campaign. It fought in Russia at Minsk, Kiev, Moscow and Kursk. After refitting in Wehkreis XIII it participated in the Battle of France and at Metz. Its commander at this time was probably Colonel Arnold Burmeister.


  


  5.   Apparently a cadre of the 553rd Volksgrenadier Division was retained to reform the division, which reappeared on the German Army Order of Battle in January 1945.


  


  6.   The Panzer Lehr Division was scheduled to participate in the upcoming German Winter Offensive, the Battle of the Bulge, but a recent postponement made it temporarily available to First Army.


  


  7.   Seventh U.S. Army Report of Operations in France and Germany, 1944–1945. 2 Volumes. Nashville, TN: Battery Press. 1988. Vol. 1, P. 435.


  


  8.   Ralph Mueller and Jerry Turk. Report After Action. The Story of the 103rd Infantry Division. Nashville, TN: Battery Press. P. 35.


  


  9.   General Order Number 51, 7th U.S. Army, 1945.


  


  10. Quoted in Timothy J. O’Keefe. Battle Yet Unsung. The Fighting Men of the 14th Armored Division in World War II. Philadelphia and Newbury: Casemate. 2011. P. 20.


  


  11. The Panzerschreck was the German version of the American bazooka antitank weapon.


  


  12. General Orders Number 41, 7th U.S. Army, 1945.


  


  13. Mueller and Turk, op. cit., P. 36.


  


  14. It should be noted that by this time in the war there were very few of the original Texans still with the division, which now included more men from all states other than Texas.


  


  15. War Department General Order Number 58, 19 July 1945.


  


  16. Mueller and Turk, op. cit., P. 24–25.


  


  17. Ibid, P. 26.


  


  18. Ibid.


  


  19. Ibid.


  


  20. Ibid, P. 28.


  


  21. de Lattre, op. cit., P. 285.


  


  22. O. K. W. stands for Oberkommando der Wehrmacht or High Command of the Armed Forces, per Hitler’s decree of February 4, 1938.


  


  23. Reference is to Heinrich Himmler, a leading Nazi politician and at this time the second most powerful man in Germany. He was, among other things, head of the SS and the Waffen (Armed) SS as well as the secret police (Gestapo) and many other intimidating organizations.


  


  24. de Lattre, op. cit., P. 286.


  


  25. A Tabor was roughly the equivalent of a battalion of infantry, and consisted of Moroccans specially trained and experienced in mountain warfare, under French officers. They were particularly fierce fighters and much feared by the Germans.


  


  26. General von Knobelsdorff, commanding the First Army under Army Group Oberheim, was also relieved at about this time. He was succeeded by Lt. Gen. Hans von Obstfelder.


  


  27. de Lattre, op. cit., P. 287.


  


  28. Ibid.


  


  29. Although subordinate tactically to the First French Army, 2nd French Armored Division was still being logistically supported by the 7th U.S. Army.


  


  30. War Department General Order Number 73, 30 August 1945.


  


  31. War Department General Order Number 63, 1 August 1945.


  


  32. Eventually, the French would send only General Leclerc’s 2nd French Armored Division to help clear the Atlantic ports, probably to the relief of all concerned. It would return to the western front in May 1945.


  


  33. Committee on Veterans Affairs, United States Senate. Medal of Honor Recipients, 1863–1978. Washington, D. C.: Govt. Printing Office. 1979. P. 590.


  


  34. The First French Army was critically short of ammunition for the 105mm artillery guns, which formed the bulk of its artillery forces. It was at this time limited to 45 shells per gun per day. The shortage was laid at the doorstep of the logistical services whose deliveries were slowed by the bad weather and slow arrivals of supplies.


  


  CHAPTER 9: Operation Nordwind


  


  1.   Sixth Army Group History.


  


  2.   These included the 12th and 14th U.S. Armored Divisions; the 3rd, 36th, 44th, 45th, 79th, 100th and 103rd U.S. Infantry Divisions plus the French 1st, 2nd, and 5th Armored Divisions; the 1st and the new 16th French Infantry Divisions, the 3rd Algerian, 2nd Moroccan, 4th Moroccan Mountain and 9th Colonial Divisions.


  


  3.   The newly arrived XXI U.S. Corps was commanded by Major General Frank William Milburn who, despite his new commands’ inexperience, was already a veteran of Western Front combat. Born January 11, 1892, in Jasper, Indiana, he was commissioned into the Infantry from West Point in 1914. During World War I he served in the Canal Zone before instructing at the Infantry School. He graduated from the Command and General Staff School in 1933 before instructing there from 1934–1938. He was Operations Officer for the 8th Infantry Division before becoming assistant Division Commander of the 6th Infantry Division in 1941. Promoted to Brigadier General in February 1942, was given command of the 83rd Infantry Division and promoted Major General in 1942. He led the 83rd Infantry Division in combat in Normandy and Northern France until assigned to command the newly arrived XXI Corps Headquarters.


  


  4.   de Lattre, op. cit., P. 294.


  


  5.   Ibid, P. 295.


  


  6.   For a detailed account see, for example, David P. Colley. Decision at Strasbourg. Ike’s Strategic Mistake to Halt Sixth Army Group at the Rhine in 1944. Annapolis, MD: Naval Institute Press. 2008.


  


  7.   The force received at the last moment additional heavy tanks from the 21st Panzer Division and a company of the 633rd Superheavy Antitank Battalion, with 70-ton, 128mm turret-less assault guns. Altogether, General Simon fielded about 80 heavy tanks and assault guns.


  


  8.   See Edmund C. Arnold. The Trailblazers. The Story of the 70th Infantry Division. Richmond, VA: Seventieth Infantry Division Association. 1989. P. 63.


  


  9.   The number of divisions available to 7th U.S. Army varied almost daily, but this was the minimum that General Patch could count on to be available for the coming battle.


  


  10. For additional details, see Donald C. Pence and Eugene J. Petersen. Ordeal in the Vosges. Sanford, N.C: Transition Press, 1981, and Wallace R. Cheves, ed., Snow Ridges and Pillboxes. (Privately Published, n. d.).


  


  11. Charles Whiting. The Other Battle of the Bulge. Operation Nordwind. Chelsea, MI: Scarborough House. 1990. P. 25.


  


  12. For its conduct during these and other Operation Nordwind battles the New Jersey National Guard-based 114th Infantry Regiment would receive a Presidential Unit Citation. War Department General Order Number 27, 1945.


  


  13. The Second Battalion, 71st Infantry Regiment was awarded a Presidential Unit Citation embroidered “Rimling” for this battle, War Department General Order Number 109, 1945.


  


  14. Arnold, op. cit., P. 64.


  


  15. Quoted in Steven J. Zaloga. Operation Nordwind 1945. Hitler’s Last Offensive in the West. Oxford, U. K: Osprey Publishing. 2010. P. 44.


  


  16. Edward F. Murphy. Heroes of World War II. New York: Ballantine Books. 1990. Pp. 259–260.


  


  17. War Department General Order Number 77, 10 September 1945.


  


  18. 559th, 257th, 361st and 256th Volksgrenadier Divisions.


  


  19. Whiting, op. cit., Pp. 28–29.


  


  20. These were the 179th and 180th Infantry (45th), the 276th Infantry (TF Herren), the 313th and part of the 314th Infantry Regiments (79th), the 274th and 275th Infantry (TF Herren), and 157th Infantry (45th). Behind the lines were the 36th Engineer (Combat) Regiment and detachments from the 45th Infantry Division.


  


  21. Robert Tryon Frederick was born March 14, 1907, in San Francisco and commissioned into the Coast Artillery from West Point in 1928. He graduated from the Command and General Staff School in 1939, and was assigned to the War Department General Staff. He commanded the 1st Special Service Force (“Devil’s Brigade”) before being promoted to Brigadier General in January 1944. Promoted to Major General in August 1944, he commanded the First Allied Airborne Task Force before becoming commander of the 45th Infantry Division. Among his many decorations were eight Purple Hearts.


  


  22. Also attached were Company B, 645th Tank Destroyer Battalion; Company B, 83rd Mortar Battalion; Company A, 125th Armored Engineer Battalion; and 1st Battalion, 540th Engineer Regiment. Most of these units came from the 14th Armored Division.


  


  23. Donald C. Pence and Eugene J. Petersen. Ordeal in the Vosges. Sanford, NC: Transition Press. 1981.


  


  24. War Department General Order Number 53, July 1945.


  


  25. War Department General Order Number 79, September 14, 1945.


  


  26. Presidential Unit Citation embroidered Wingen, France, awarded to the 2nd Battalion, 274th Infantry Regiment, War Department General Order Number 58, 1945.


  


  27. During the battle the 17th SS Panzer Grenadier Division went through perhaps as many as five commanding officers, mostly Colonels.


  


  28. There are indications that General Eisenhower had already decided to postpone the withdrawal upon reviewing the reports of 7th U.S. Army’s successful defense. His Chief of Staff, General Walter Bedell Smith, was strongly in favor of cancelling the order.


  


  CHAPTER 10: Strasbourg Again


  


  1.   Apparently Himmler wished to present the city of Strasbourg to Hitler as a gift upon the twelfth anniversary of his accession to power, on January 30.


  


  2.   The Hellcats in World War II. A History of the United States Twelfth Armored Division. Nashville, TN: Battery Press. 1978. Pp. 39–41.


  


  3.   A regiment of the 269th Volksgrenadier Division, from the east bank, had been added to General Thumm’s forces by this time.


  


  4.   For this gallant stand the 3rd Battalion, 313th Infantry Regiment received a Presidential Unit Citation. War Department General Order Number 54, 1945.


  


  5.   General Feuchtinger was in fact later relieved of command.


  


  6.   Quoted in Timothy J. O’Keefe, Battles Yet Unsung, op. cit., P. 115.


  


  7.   Colonel Hans von Luck, regimental commander in the 21st Panzer Division.


  


  8.   O’Keefe, op. cit., P. 118.


  


  9.   Ibid, P. 126.


  


  10. The companies were L, I, C, K and G.


  


  11. These included the 6th SS Mountain Division, the 36th, 256th, 257th and 361st Volksgrenadier Divisions. The 559th Volksgrenadier Division, 19th Volksgrenadier Division and 17th SS Panzer Grenadier Division remained with General Simon’s XIII SS Corps.


  


  12. An administrative crossing is one in which the friendly force holds both sides of the river.


  


  13. These were the 17th, 56th and 66th Armored Infantry Battalions.


  


  14. A report by SS Colonel Bachmann, commanding one of the lead elements in this attack, later detailed how he captured at least 12 tanks of the battalion, along with 60 prisoners, knocking out another seven American Sherman Tanks.


  


  15. A post-battle assessment revealed 28 destroyed U.S. tanks both in and east of Herrlisheim. Those in town had been destroyed by infantry carried antitank rockets and the tanks in the open by high-velocity tank and antitank fire. Tracks indicated that the Germans had also carried off at least four U.S. tanks. The body of the battalion commander and many of his men were later identified at the site.


  


  CHAPTER 11: Operation Cheerful


  


  1.   John Buckley. Monty’s Men. The British Army and the Liberation of Europe. New Haven: Yale University Press. 2013. P. 269.


  


  2.   Brigadier General James E. Wharton was killed on August 13, one day after assuming command from Major General Lloyd D. Brown, who had been relieved of command and reduced to his permanent rank of Colonel. Major General Norman D. Cota, formerly assistant division commander of the 29th U.S. Infantry Division, took command the next day.


  


  3.   Norman Daniel Cota was born in Chelsea, Massachusetts, May 30, 1893, and commissioned into the Infantry from West Point in 1917. He instructed at West Point from 1918 to 1920 before serving in Hawaii. He graduated from the Command and General Staff School in 1931, the Infantry School in 1933 and the Army War College in 1936. He instructed at the Command and General Staff School before joining the staff of the 1st Infantry Division. Promoted to Brigadier General in February 1943, he served on the staff of the Combined Operations Branch of the European Theater of Operations before becoming the assistant division commander of the 29th U.S. Infantry Division. He led that division ashore at Omaha Beach, Normandy, where he was recognized (Distinguished Service Cross) for his outstanding courage and leadership. Promoted to Major General, in September 1944, he assumed command of the 28th U.S. Infantry Division in August when the previous commander was killed in action.


  


  4.   William Henry Harrison Morris, Jr. was born in Ocean Grove, New Jersey, on March 22, 1890, and was commissioned into the Infantry from West Point in 1911. He served in the Philippines and China before going to France with the American Expeditionary Forces 1917–1918, where he saw combat as a battery commander with the 90th Division at St. Mihiel and Meuse-Argonne. He graduated from the Command and General Staff School in 1925 and the Army War College in 1930. He instructed at the Army War College before serving on the War Department General Staff. Promoted to Brigadier General in January 1942, he was the commanding General of the 6th Armored Division, 1942–1943. He was promoted to Major General in May 1942, and served as commander, II Armored Corps before voluntarily assuming command of the 10th U.S. Armored Division, after its commander had been killed in an accident, July 1944–May 1945.


  


  5.   For details on this battle see Nathan N. Prefer, Patton’s Ghost Corps: Cracking the Siegfried Line. Novato, CA: Presidio Press. 1998.


  


  6.   Task Force Harris was officially dissolved on February 2, 1945, when Brigadier General Harris received the rest of his 63rd Infantry Division at Willerwald.


  


  7.   The 10th French Infantry Division was made up largely of former French Forces of the Interior (FFI) irregular units which had been organized and hastily trained as conventional troops.


  


  8.   War Department General Order Number 47, June 18, 1945. Lieutenant Colonel Ware was a regular Army officer and rose to the rank of Major General commanding the 1st Infantry Division in Vietnam, where he was killed in action in 1969.


  


  9.   War Department General Order Number 79, September 14, 1945.


  


  10. War Department General Order Number 37, May 11, 1945.


  


  11. de Lattre, op. cit., Pp. 355–356.


  


  12. Major General John P. Lucas rose to command VI U.S. Corps. Lieutenant General Lucian K. Truscott also commanded VI U.S. Corps in Italy and France before rising to command 5th U.S. Army in Italy.


  


  CHAPTER 12: Colmar


  


  1.   War Department General Order Number 16, February 8, 1946.


  


  2.   Both Lieutenants Walker and Calvert were liberated from Prisoner of War camps in Germany at the end of the war.


  


  3.   The German counterattack was conducted by the 708th Volksgrenadier Division and the 280th Assault Gun Battalion.


  


  4.   Quoted in Taggert, op. cit., Pp. 310–311.


  


  5.   Ibid.


  


  6.   Ibid.


  


  7.   War Department General Order Number 65, August 9, 1645.


  


  8.   Quoted in Michael E. Weaver. Guard Wars. The 28th Infantry Division in World War II. Bloomington, IA: Indiana University Press. 2010. P. 246.


  


  9.   Ibid.


  


  10. Ibid, P. 247.


  


  11. Ray Edison Porter was born in Fordyce, Arkansas, on July 29, 1891, and attended the University of Arkansas before being commissioned into the Infantry in 1917. He served with the 34th Infantry Regiment in France during World War I and was wounded in action in 1918. Taught military science and tactics at Ouachita College before serving in Hawaii. The future General Porter graduated from the Command and General Staff School in 1935 and the Army War College in 1937. He then served as an instructor, as a staff officer, a training officer and then as Chief of Staff of the 38th Infantry Division. Colonel Porter was appointed commander of the 349th Infantry Regiment before being promoted to Brigadier General in August 1942. Brigadier General Porter was appointed assistant division commander of the 34th Infantry Division before joining the War Department General Staff. Promoted to Major General in September 1943, he became commanding general of the 75th Infantry Division in January 1945.


  


  12. Taggert, op. cit., P. 309.


  


  13. War Department General Order Number 18, February 13, 1946.


  


  14. Attached units authorized within this citation include the 254th Infantry Regiment, the 99th Chemical Battalion, the 168th Chemical Smoke Generator Company, the 441st Antiaircraft Artillery Automatic Weapons Battalion, the 601st Tank Destroyer Battalion, the 756th Tank Battalion, and Interrogation Prisoner of War Team 183.


  


  15. Presidential Unit Citation (Army) Streamer embroidered COLMAR; Department of the Army General Order 44, 1945.


  


  CHAPTER 13: February 1945


  


  1.   The Hellcats in World War II, op. cit., P. 50.


  


  2.   Ibid, P. 53.


  


  3.   Brendan Phibbs, M. D.. The Other Side of Time. A Combat Surgeon in World War II. New York: Pocket Books. 1987. P. 167.


  


  4.   An armored reconnaissance unit, not horse-mounted cavalry.


  


  5.   War Department General Order Number 60, July 25, 1945.


  


  6.   O’Keefe, op. cit., P. 1873. This particular description covers the battle in Oberhoffen.


  


  7.   War Department General Order Number 77, September 10, 1945.


  


  8.   The divisions were: 3rd Algerian, 3rd, 36th, 63rd, 42nd, 44th, 45th, 70th, 79th, 100th, 103rd Infantry and the 6th Armored, 12th Armored, 14th Armored.


  


  9.   Louis Emerson Hibbs was born October 3, 1893, in Washington, D. C. After being commissioned into the Field Artillery from West Point in 1916, he served in France with the 1st Infantry Division and was twice wounded in action. He instructed at the Field Artillery School before graduating from the Command and General Staff College in 1927. He served in Hawaii and at West Point before being appointed Brigadier General in March 1942. He commanded the 36th Infantry Division Artillery until promoted to Major General in June 1943, after which he took command of the 63rd Infantry Division.


  


  10. Harry John Collins was born in Chicago on December 7, 1895, and attended the University of Chicago before being commissioned into the Infantry. He instructed at the Infantry School before graduating from the Command and General Staff School in 1934. After graduating from the Army War College in 1935, he served in various staff appointments before commanding the 354th Infantry Regiment. Promoted to Brigadier General in October 1942, he became the assistant division commander of the 99th Infantry Division. After promotion to Major General in September 1943, he assumed command of the 42nd (Rainbow) Infantry Division.


  


  11. War Department General Order Number 75, September 5, 1945. Private First Class Herrera was from El Paso, Texas.


  


  12. War Department General Order Number 79, September 14, 1945.


  


  13. War Department General Order Number 119, December 17, 1945.


  


  14. Quoted in MacDonald, op. cit, P. 262.


  


  15. Duplex Drive—or DD—Tanks were M4 Medium Sherman Tanks equipped with twin propellers for propulsion in water and with the normal tracked drive for land travel. An accordion like canvas “skirt” enabled the tank to float.


  


  16. The 3rd Infantry Division reported 29 killed, 131 wounded while the 45th Infantry Division reported 13 killed, 20 wounded. Not all casualties may have been timely reported due to the speed of the advance.


  


  17. These instructions would later become the basis for controversy when General de Lattre ignored General Devers orders not to seize Stuttgart and instead directed a successful enveloping move which captured the city and thousands of German prisoners.


  


  18. Quoted in de Lattre, op. cit., P. 421.


  


  19. de Lattre, op. cit., P. 425.


  


  CHAPTER 14: Conclusion


  


  1.   Hans von Luck. Panzer Commander. New York: Dell. 1989. P. 142.


  


  2.   Pfc. Harry J. Mumm, Company I, 275th Infantry Regiment, letter home. Quoted in Pence and Petersen, op. cit. P. 8.


  


  3.   Ibid, P. 9.


  


  4.   Quoted in Richard M. Stannard. Infantry. An Oral History of a World War II American Infantry Battalion. New York: Twayne Publishers. 1993. P. 73.


  


  5.   Bonn. op. cit., P. 220.


  


  6.   Ibid., P. 221.


  


  7.   Russell F. Weigley. Eisenhower’s Lieutenants. The Campaigns of France and Germany, 1944–1945. Bloomington: Indiana University Press. 1981. P. 802.


  


  8.   Ibid, P. 847.


  


  9.   David Irving. The War Between the Generals. Inside the Allied High Command. New York: Condon and Lattes, Inc. 1981. P. 337.


  


  10. Ralph M. Morales, draft manuscript, Office of the Chief of Military History.


  


  11. Ibid.


  


  12. It was this change in policy that enabled future Medal of Honor winner Audie L. Murphy of the 3rd Infantry Division to receive his commission as a Second Lieutenant, since he had previously refused to leave his company in order to obtain a commission. As of November 1944, it was no longer necessary to move to another unit in order to be commissioned.


  


  13. Ulysses Lee. United States Army in World War II. Special Studies. The Employment of Negro Troops. Washington, D. C.: Center of Military History. GPO. 1986. P. 666.


  


  14. Clark and Smith, op. cit., P. 576.


  


  15. Ibid.


  


  16. Ibid, P. 578.


  


  


  APPENDIX A—Allied Order of Battle
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