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    ‘As fighting all over the globe reaches a climax of fury, we on the home front must back our fighting men and women to the limit. That is our supreme duty . . . I shall

    not now make any prediction concerning the length of the war. My only prediction is that our enemies will be totally defeated before we lay down our arms.’


  




  Franklin D. Roosevelt




  January 9th, 1945




  







  In memory of


  Morris Crawford Fulton MD MC


  one of the many for whom the war changed everything
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  Chronology




  1944




  

  December 16






After a quiet spell on the western front, the Germans launch a powerful counter-attack in the Ardennes. In what became known as the Rundstedt offensive

  after Field Marshal von Rundstedt or, more popularly, the Battle of the Bulge, American positions are overrun.








  December 19






Field Marshal Montgomery is made commander of all Allied forces north of the bulge created by the German offensive. General Bradley commands all Allied

  forces to the south.








  December 20






Ten thousand GIs taken into captivity. Strategic towns St Vith and Bastogne under pressure. German troops penetrate as far as Stavelot.








  December 22






Bastogne under siege but American resistance stiffens. St Vith falls but Stavelot retaken by Allies.








  December 24






German advance reaches its limit at the Belgian village of Celles.








  December 25–26






Relief of Bastogne by US Third Army.








  December 29






Battered by Soviet advance in the east, Hungary changes sides and declares war on Germany.








  December 31






Allies recapture Rochefort.




  

  1945


  








  January 1






Luftwaffe mounts its last bombing raid with attacks on Allied airfields and on Brussels.








  January 2






Allied counter-attacks in the Ardennes gather pace with the recapture of several towns.








  January 3






US First Army launches counter-attack north of the Ardennes salient towards Houffalize.








  January 9






US Third Army counter-attacks south of the bulge towards Houffalize.








  January 17






US First Army, commanded by Montgomery throughout the Battle of the Bulge, reverts to Bradley’s Twelfth Army Group. Red Army advance destroys all

  German defences along River Vistula.








  January 20






President Roosevelt inaugurated for fourth term in office. US Third Army enters Brandenburg. French First Army launches attack in the Vosges.








  January 22






Russians reach River Oder.








  January 23






US First Army recaptures St Vith.








  January 24






SS leader Heinrich Himmler appointed by Hitler to take command on the eastern front.








  January 27






German forces retreat from all territory taken in the Battle of the Bulge.








  January 29






US Third Army crosses River Our.








  January 30






US and British Chiefs of Staff meet in Malta to prepare for the Big Three Allied conference in Yalta.








  January 31






US First Army crosses German frontier east of St Vith, two miles from the Siegfried Line.








  February 1






French forces break into Colmar and begin closing the gap between Colmar and Mulhouse, a move calculated to cut off German forces in southern Alsace. In

  Holland, the Hunger Winter takes hold with sugar beet and tulip bulbs now part of the subsistence diet.








  February 2






British Second Army crosses River Maas.








  February 3






Colmar captured by French and US forces. Berlin suffers its worst air raid of the war.








  February 4






Big Three meet at Yalta in the Crimea. US First Army captures first of seven Roer dams.








  February 6






Russians cross River Oder southeast of Breslau.








  February 7






Germans destroy Roer dams, putting areas round Düren and Jülich under water.








  February 8






Operation Veritable. Canadian First and British Second Armies launch offensive southeast of Nijmegen.








  February 9






British and Canadian forces pierce outer defences of Siegfried Line in sight of the Rhine.








  February 10






US First Army captures last of Roer dams.








  February 11






US Third Army takes Prüm, east of St Vith. West bank of the Rhine from Swiss border to north of Strasbourg now in Allied hands. Red Army crosses

  River Oder northeast of Breslau.








  February 12






British and Canadian forces enter Cleve.








  February 13






Whole of Reichswald now cleared of German forces.








  February 13–14






RAF and USAAF raid on Dresden.








  February 14






Budapest surrenders to Red Army after eight-week battle. Canadian and British forces reach Rhine opposite Emmerich.








  February 17






US Third Army breaks through Siegfried Line on an eleven-mile front. To the south, the US Seventh Army advances towards Saarbrucken.








  February 22






Canadian and British forces take Goch. In Operation Clarion, 9,000 aircraft attack communication links in the area of Emden, Berlin, Dresden, Vienna,

  Mulhouse.








  February 23






Russians capture Poznan after four-week siege. US First and Ninth Armies cross River Roer between Jülich and Düren.








  February 25






Jülich and Düren captured.








  February 26






Operation Blockbuster. British and Canadian troops attack towards Calcar and Xanten.








  February 27






Canadians take Calcar and reach the Rhine.








  March 1






US Ninth Army captures München-Gladbach.








  March 2






US Third Army captures Trier and US Ninth Army reaches the Rhine at Düsseldorf.








  March 3






British air attack on German V2 rocket sites in Holland goes wrong with bombs landing on The Hague, causing heavy casualties.








  March 5






US First Army enters Cologne. German conscription extended to fifteen-year-olds.








  March 6






US Third Army reaches Rhine northwest of Koblenz.








  March 7






US First Army captures Rhine railway bridge at Remagen.








  March 8






British troops enter Xanten.








  March 9






US First Army takes Bonn. Remagen bridgehead troops capture Erpel.








  March 10






Kesselring arrives from Italy to replace Rundstedt as C-in-C West.








  March 11






Air attack on Essen destroys vital rail junction.








  March 14






US Third Army crosses Moselle southwest of Koblenz.








  March 16






Remagen bridgehead extends to twenty-five miles.








  March 17






Remagen bridge, badly damaged in air and ground attacks and overloaded with traffic, finally collapses. Russians capture Brandenburg in East Prussia. US

  Third Army takes Koblenz.








  March 18






Four thousand tons of bombs dropped in central Berlin.








  March 21






British precision air attack on Gestapo headquarters in Copenhagen.








  March 22–23






US Third Army crosses Rhine south of Mainz.








  March 23–24






Operation Plunder. British and Canadian Twenty-First Army Group crosses Rhine at four points between Rees and Wesel. Operation Varsity. Airborne

  assault follows infantry. US Ninth Army attacks between Wesel and Duisberg.








  March 25






US First Army breaks out of Remagen bridgehead to advance six miles. British and Canadian Twenty-First Army Group Rhine bridgehead now over thirty miles.

  Entire west bank of Rhine in Allied hands. Churchill visits troops on Lower Rhine.








  March 26






US Seventh Army establishes bridgeheads over Rhine near Worms.








  March 27






Last V2 rocket to reach England drops on Orpington in Kent.








  March 28






Twenty-First Army Group advance now fifteen miles beyond the Rhine.








  March 29






US Seventh Army takes Mannheim. US Third Army captures Frankfurt.








  March 30






German front collapses opposite Twenty-First Army Group.








  March 31






French First Army crosses Rhine at Karlsruhe, making for Stuttgart.








  April 2






Twenty-First Army Group advance now over one hundred miles north and northeast of the Rhine.








  April 5






Canadian forces begin clearing German occupiers from western Holland.








  April 7






Russians fighting in Vienna.








  April 10






British forces capture Hannover.








  April 11






US Third Army captures Weimar. US Ninth Army takes Essen. Canadians attack Deventer.








  April 12






Death of President Roosevelt. Vice-President Truman sworn in as successor. Belsen and Buchenwald liberated.








  April 13






Red Army captures Vienna.








  April 15






British and Canadian forces capture Arnhem. In Italy, the US Fifth Army and British Eighth Army break through into the Po Valley to take Bologna.








  April 16






US Seventh Army reaches Nuremberg.








  April 18






German resistance in Ruhr ends. British Second Army reaches Lüneburg. US forces enter Czechoslovakia. US Ninth Army takes Magdeburg. US First Army

  enters Düsseldorf.








  April 19






British Second Army reaches Elbe.








  April 21






Soviet troops in outskirts of Berlin.








  April 22






US Third Army begins advance down Danube Valley.








  April 24






Himmler offers surrender to western Allies. British and Canadian forces enter Bremen.








  April 25






Russian and US forces meet at Torgau on the Elbe.








  April 26






Bremen surrenders. Russians capture Stettin.








  April 27






Himmler surrender offer formally rejected by US and Britain.








  April 28






Mussolini and supporters captured and shot by partisans. Operation Manna, the airlift of food into Holland, begins.








  April 28–29






Hitler marries Eva Braun and appoints Admiral Doenitz his successor.








  April 29






Dachau liberated.








  April 30






Hitler commits suicide. US Seventh Army takes Munich. Russians in the centre of Berlin.








  May 2






British and Canadian spearheads reach the Baltic to take Wismar and Lübeck. Hamburg surrenders. Berlin surrenders to Red Army. German armies in Italy

  surrender.








  May 3






Innsbruck falls to the Americans.








  May 4






All German forces in Holland, northwest Germany and Denmark surrender unconditionally to Montgomery on Lüneburg Heath.








  May 7






At Eisenhower’s headquarters at Reims, all German forces surrender unconditionally to western Allies and Russia.








  May 8






VE Day.








  May 9






Final surrender document ratified in Berlin.








  May 23






Doenitz government dissolved. Doenitz and his ministers arrested.








  







  Introduction




  My memories of war in Europe are of a small boy. Knowing nothing of the luxuries of peacetime and living some way apart from any serious action, I took to the conditions of

  conflict as part of the natural order. While my parents studied maps cut from newspapers and fretted over Allied performance in battle, I was impervious to any sense of danger. The flotilla of

  aircraft on its way to a bombing raid over Germany was no more than an exhilarating aerial display. Convoys of armoured vehicles held more fascination than the town carnival. And when American

  troops were passing through there was always the bonus of a handout of chewing gum or chocolate. The biggest excitement in my young life was to be put to bed under the heavy dining room table

  whenever there was an air raid warning.




  One might have expected a more realistic view of warfare to come with puberty but for me and my generation, fed on a cultural diet of gung-ho books and movies, it took a long time to grow out of

  the fantasy that war, or at least the 1939–45 war, was one big adventure. The politicians and generals who had led the Allied cause were presented as spotless heroes while the serious

  fighting was portrayed almost exclusively in terms of victory for the righteous. Men had died but bravely and honourably, without observable pain unless they were the enemy, in which case they were

  liable to turn into snivelling wrecks. Atrocities were assumed to be a German speciality. The change in the popular conception of the war started when the self-serving memoirs of the military

  greats and the popular histories based on them gave way to the less enchanted recollections of front-line soldiers and of the civilians who had happened to get in the way of the action. In recent

  years, with intimations of mortality, there has been a rush of American, British, Canadian and German first-hand accounts of the fighting. They are spread across museums and library collections and

  on a host of websites. Together, they give a fresh and honest picture of that great European drama that ended sixty years ago. Most particularly, and in the context of this book, the war as seen by

  fighting men and civilians from both sides reverses the popular conception of the last six months of the war, a period in which it was supposed to be all over bar the victory parades. The reality

  could not have been more different. If the German forces had broken through at the Battle of the Bulge, more of a possibility than the Allied generals could ever bring themselves to admit, the

  fighting might have continued for months, even years or ended in a negotiated peace. As shown by the evidence here, much of it published for the first time, some of the most desperate battles on

  the western European front took place in this last phase. Those who were there saw the chaos and the tragedy, great acts of courage and as many cruel excesses. Their stories finally put to rest the

  easy assumption of inevitable victory. For myself, I still find it hard to believe that it is in my lifetime that Europe got so close to realising a death wish.




  







  1




  Misreading Hitler




  The party was over almost before it started. In August 1944 there were short odds on the war being over by Christmas. A month later, all bets were off. That the Third Reich

  would fall, few doubted. But when? It could take weeks or months; maybe even years?




  The success of the Normandy landings, by no means a foregone conclusion, had been a great morale booster. In June the biggest ever invasion force had broken through German defences to sweep

  across France and Belgium. Caught in a pincer movement between American forces curving round from their advance south and Canadian and British troops moving down from Caen, the German Fifth and

  Seventh Armies had been trapped and destroyed. On August 20th, General George S. Patton led his Third Army on an assault across the Seine, creating a bridgehead at Mantes-Gassicourt nearly thirty

  miles to the northwest of Paris. Four days later, the French Second Armoured Division entered the capital. Meanwhile, to the east, the Soviet summer offensive had annihilated three Germany army

  groups to forge bridgeheads over the Narew River, north of Warsaw and the Vistula, south of the Polish capital.




  But an advance of such speed and ferocity could not be sustained. On both fronts supply lines were dangerously extended. There was a desperate shortage of fuel and an equally desperate shortage

  of human energy. Battle-weary troops were in need of a respite. On the Polish frontier, Soviet forces dug themselves in at the river barriers, secure against Panzer counter-attacks. At the other

  side of Europe, the forward rush of three US armies was halted some sixty-four miles short of the Rhine. The Fifth Armoured Division of Patton’s Third Army liberated Luxembourg, penetrating

  over ten miles into Germany. But then, in early September, even Patton’s battle express ran out of steam.




  Hopes of an early breakthrough were not easily abandoned. Operation Market Garden, a combined ground and airborne attack across sixty miles of enemy-held territory, was

  conceived by Field Marshal Sir Bernard Montgomery as a speedy conclusion to the war. The airborne troops would be dropped at Arnhem where they would secure a Rhine crossing. An infantry follow-up

  by Thirty Corps, led by General Brian Horrocks, was scheduled within forty-eight hours of the first landings. After that it should have been full speed to the great industrial cities of the Ruhr.

  In the event, the tanks of Thirty Corps fell easy victim to German gunners and Allied supplies failed to get through. The plan foundered. After nine days of close fighting, which virtually wiped

  out the British First Airborne Division and inflicted heavy casualties on the American parachutists, the operation was called off.




  The ability of the Wehrmacht to challenge the odds was proved again eighty miles south of Arnhem, at Aachen, the first German city to fall to the Allies but at terrible cost to American forces.

  It had all seemed so easy. As the US Seventh Corps, led by General ‘Lightning Joe’ Collins, crossed open country towards Aachen, the defences showed every sign of crumbling. While Nazi

  officials were packing their bags, the commander of the 116th Panzer Division was also preparing to move out. He left behind him a letter to his American opposite number asking him to ‘take

  care of the unfortunate people [of Aachen] in a humane way’. But then an altogether tougher commander took over. Determined to fight to the last man, Colonel Gerhardt Wilck forced Collins to

  abandon his plan to take Aachen ‘on the run’. Instead, while the First Infantry, the ‘Big Red One’, America’s finest infantry division, was fighting from house to

  house in the city suburbs, Collins’ main force bypassed Aachen to enter what became known as the Hürtgen Forest or, as the GIs called it, the ‘Green Hell of Hürtgen’.

  The objective was to achieve a pincer that would cut off the defenders of Aachen from the rest of the Wehrmacht. It worked but few would argue that it was worth the effort and the death toll. By

  mid-October, when Aachen finally passed to the attackers, American losses were close to 60,000 or, to put it another way, a casualty rate over six months higher than that for

  the six years in Vietnam. This was no way to win a war.




  It was the same story in Italy, the only other front where progress might reasonably have been expected. After the capture of Rome in June, the Allied forces moving north had bumped up against a

  stubborn German defence of the Po Valley. As winter approached it was clear that the stalemate would not be broken easily. Everywhere the Allied advance was on hold. The emphasis now was on the

  build-up to a massive winter or spring offensive carrying the war well into 1945.




  Preparation for a full-scale assault on the formidable West Wall or Siegfried Line defences along the German frontier were hampered by the destruction of past battles. The

  French railway system had been devastated first by Allied bombing and then by the Germans in retreat, while many of the Channel ports had been shelled or sabotaged beyond immediate use.

  Nonetheless, American and British forces captured Gelsenkirchen on the edge of the Ruhr conurbation, the heartland of German industrial power, and overran the outer defences of the Siegfried Line

  without much difficulty. It was when they struck at the main defences with networks of pillboxes and minefields that had to be cleared step by step, that the real horror started. Reporting for the

  BBC, Frank Gillard spoke of mile after mile of trenches across the countryside.




  

    

      They zigzag along the edges of the roads and behind the embankments, and I saw one particularly well-prepared system alongside a sunken railway track. Most

      of these trench systems had culs-de-sac branching out at right angles, leading across fields, up to little bumps of rising ground or out towards other tracks. Obviously, at the ends of these

      limbs the Germans had listening posts and observation points and machine-gun positions. The main trenches were inter-communicating so that you could pass from one system to another and cover

      wide stretches of the front without once coming above ground.1


    


  




  And the weather didn’t help. After the heaviest November rains for many years, the swollen rivers of France and the Low Countries turned the countryside into marshland.

  For the forward infantry, unprepared for such conditions, it was a watery version of hell. A Canadian infantry officer, broadcasting in the last week of November, asked his listeners:




  

    

      Do you know what it’s like? Of course you don’t. You have never slept in a hole in the ground which you have dug while someone tried to

      kill you. It is an open grave – and yet graves don’t fill up with water. They don’t harbour wasps and mosquitoes, and you don’t feel the cold, clammy wet that goes into

      your marrow. At night the infantryman gets some boards, or tin, or an old door, and puts it over one end of his slit trench; then he shovels on top of it as much dirt as he can scrape up near

      by. He sleeps with his head under this, not to keep out the rain, but to protect his head and chest from airbursts. In the daytime he chain-smokes, curses, or prays – all of this lying on

      his belly with his hands under his chest to lessen the pain from the blast. If it is at night, smoking is taboo. If there are two in a trench they sit at each end with their heads between their

      knees and make inane remarks . . . such as, ‘Guess that one landed in 12 Platoon.’2


    


  




  Trenches had to be chiselled out of frozen earth. Blankets and clothing were like wet cotton wool. Trench foot and frostbite were commonplace. When litter-carrying jeeps bogged down in

  snowdrifts, the wounded had to be carried on stretchers to the aid stations, often half a mile or more away. Baths were a rarity, though Captain Howard Sweet with the US 908 Field Artillery

  Regiment took comfort from the thought that ‘it has been so long since I had my clothes off – or at least the bottom two layers – that I can’t be dirty. Dirt just

  can’t penetrate through as many layers of clothing as I wear!’3




  Wilbur McQuinn from Kentucky, a platoon sergeant in the 331st Regiment, staved off frostbite by toe- and finger-clenching exercises to keep the blood circulating. But he and his men learned some

  other tricks, too.




  

    

      Some of the men took off their overshoes and warmed their feet by holding them near burning GI heat rations [fuel tablets] in their foxholes. Others used waxed K ration boxes, which burn with very little smoke but a good flame. Both GI heat and K ration boxes are also fine for drying your socks or gloves. I also

      used straw inside my overshoes to keep my feet warm while we were marching. Some of our other men used newspapers or wrapped their feet with strips of blankets or old cloth.4


    


  




  Everyone agreed that keeping their feet warm was the worst problem. It was particularly bad for those stuck for long periods in tanks. ‘We wore as many pairs of socks as we could obtain

  and wore overshoes to cover the socks. At least once each day we would remove the socks and put the sweaty pair on the outside and the dry pair next to the feet.’5 Not everyone had it quite so bad. Three-quarters of a mile back from the front line, troops who whiled away the day writing letters home, brewing tea or coffee and hanging out

  the washing had only desultory shell or mortar fire to remind them that there was still a war on. Not that this was any comfort to those who took the brunt of the punishment.




  As one of a forward signal platoon, Sergeant Walter Caines of the Fourth Dorsets recalls ammunition and other supplies had to be manhandled by carrying parties.




  

    

      This took hours, and the whole time the Battalion area was under heavy fire from German artillery. The field behind the wood was littered with vehicles

      stuck in the mud. Rain fell heavily. All of us were soaked to the skin, with absolutely no cover whatsoever. Trenches we had taken over from the 5 Dorsets were half full of water, and some were

      not even completed. The majority had no head cover, except the Command Post. The signals carrier with all the stores on board was lost in the woods and there was no communication except

      runners. Wireless could not be relied upon, as batteries were run down and all sets became waterlogged. I spent the night sitting in a trench half full of water, with rain trickling down my

      neck, it was bloody miserable. In fact the only remedy was a swig at the bottle.6


    


  




  For Captain J.J. Moore, of the First Battalion Oxfordshire and Buckinghamshire Light Infantry, settling in on the Dutch-Belgian border near the villages of Neeritter and

  Ittervoort, the miserable climate was less of a worry than his company’s exposure to counter-attack. Identifying a weakness that the Germans were soon to exploit only too thoroughly, he noted

  that Allied defences were so scattered that no one company linked up with another and that even within companies, platoons were often cut off from each other. No wonder, he complained, so many

  German patrols were crossing his lines undetected. The risks of getting caught unawares were vividly and uncomfortably illustrated when Captain Moore was sent forward to check out an apparently

  unoccupied farmhouse. And so it turned out except that close by on the banks of a canal, the patrol came across a heavily armed German force guarding what was presumed to be a troop-crossing.




  

    

      I reported this back to Company H.Q. I was told to attack the Germans on my side of the canal, using half of the platoon. With this in mind I took Cpl

      Cooper and Sgt Wilkins into the farmhouse. At the gable end of the farmhouse was a hayloft to which we climbed by ladder and then, loosening one or two pantiles on the roof, we could see the

      canal bank quite clearly, but we did not see it for long.




      Without warning, hundreds of Spandau machine-gun bullets hit the house, shattering the pantiles on the roof and tearing into the hayloft. Instantly we leapt down the ten

      foot drop and scurried into a room in the middle of the house from which doorways led into the yard at each side. Hundreds of bullets tore across the yards, tearing up the ground and chipping

      off the brickwork of the farm and outhouse. I tried to return to the abri but as I left the doorway the ground flew up just in front of my feet with a hail of bullets. I stepped back into the

      house. It was chaotic: there were, it seemed, six Spandau machine-guns firing from points forming a semi-circle almost round the farm. One was firing at the side of the farmhouse, seemingly

      from the house further down the track beyond the farmhouse. We were trapped.


    


  




   Just as suddenly the machine-gun fire stopped. The besieged watched and waited. Captain Moore felt certain it was the end. ‘I imagined with great clarity the white cross on my grave and

  even checked the lettering, “256396 Capt. J.J. Moore, 1st Oxf & Bucks L.I. aged 23. K.I.A. 3rd Nov. 1944”.’




  His fatalism was unwarranted. Advancing in line across a field towards the farmhouse, the Germans had been met by flanking fire and fearing a trap had pulled out. Knowing that he could expect

  another attack as soon as it was dark, Captain Moore led a dignified withdrawal before getting some rest in a slit trench. ‘I fell fast asleep; I had not slept for two days.’ The

  following morning there was excitement of a different sort.




  

    

      Well after dawn, in the bright daylight, our sentries were amazed to see a German soldier leap to surrender. I was impressed by his imagination and

      patience. He was brought into the yard and he told us there was another German soldier, wounded, further down the track. A small party was sent out and a German soldier was brought in on a

      stretcher, a terrible, pitiful sight, for he was clearly dying of stomach wounds. We made him as comfortable as possible and he was taken away but there seemed to be little hope. I was

      singularly impressed by the German who had given himself up, for he must have stayed to comfort his wounded comrade, waiting until it was clearly light before giving himself up so that his

      friend could get medical attention.




      I walked back with the prisoner to Company H.Q. He was cold, wet and shivering. I sat by a stove and got warmer. The prisoner looked quite scared, so I gave him a cigarette

      and ordered some food – a spare tin of Irish stew – but, suspecting something, he would not eat it. However, when I ate half of it, he ate the rest and became quite talkative. He

      was then taken off to the Intelligence Officer.




      I listened to the official War Communique on the radio and discovered that there had been some ‘local minor patrol activity’ on the previous day. I wondered in

      what comfort the Staff Officer who wrote that was living and I wished him in hell.7


    


  




  Luck was with the Allies on the taking of Antwerp. With critical support from the Belgian resistance, the city had fallen to Montgomery’s Eleventh Armoured Division with its harbour

  virtually intact. The second largest port on the continent, Antwerp was within easy reach of the northern half of the front. Moreover, supplies could be moved forward on Belgian

  railways which had suffered relatively little damage. The Germans now set about trying to remedy that omission.




  Some 6,000 V1s and V2s, pilotless missiles known in Britain as doodlebugs or buzz bombs, fell on Antwerp. Over 4,000 citizens died, 567 of them when, in December 1944, a V2 landed on a crowded

  cinema.




  Richard Hough, a fighter pilot with 197 Squadron who was stationed briefly in Antwerp, witnessed the German effort to wipe out a vital communications centre. Finding an undamaged house was an

  achievement in itself. Hough’s billet for several weeks was no worse than that endured by the civilian population.




  

    

      There were holes in the roofs and gaps in the walls, while the last remnants of an extinguished domestic life – one or two smashed pictures on the

      walls, a three-legged sofa downstairs, a chest of drawers with a single child’s sock in one drawer in my ‘bedroom’ – all added to the poignancy. It was bitterly cold and

      when not on standby we pilots spent most of our time collecting firewood, sawing up the less needed floorboards, the banisters, anything that would burn in the open grates.




      Outside in the streets, Belgian citizens showed in their faces and their walk the price of more than four years of German occupation. Women in black and their children

      picked over the railway tracks for an unlikely lump of coal which had escaped so many eyes before. Antwerp itself had a haunted air. Liberation had brought only temporary relief and,

      ironically, had led to more deaths than under the Germans. We were discouraged from going into the city at all, and it was hardly an attraction anyway, with nothing in the shops or restaurants,

      and the wretched people sunk in disillusionment.8


    


  




  Adding to the general feeling of depression, evidence started to emerge of just how far the occupying forces had been prepared to go to keep civilians in line. On a cold, wet day in mid-November

  Sergeant Richard Greenwood of the Ninth Battalion, Royal Tank Regiment, was one of a group taken six miles south of Antwerp for a guided tour of Fort de Breendonck, a former

  headquarters of the Geheime Staatspolizei (state secret police) otherwise known by its acronym, Gestapo.




  

    

      First we saw some cells measuring about 6 ft x 8 ft in which 5 or 6 prisoners had to sleep: there were no windows to the cells, and the inmates had to live

      in complete darkness: there was no doubt about the intensity of the darkness, the walls being of reinforced concrete about 10 ft thick. We were told that prisoners usually spent four days in

      these cells. We saw other cells, much smaller, each made to hold one man. And we saw the dirty and insanitary sleeping quarters of the Jews.




      At the rear of the fort, we saw ten wooden pillars erected vertically in the ground – about 30 ft from the wall of the fort and 6 ft apart. To these pillars used to be

      strapped the bodies of the men who had been condemned to be shot: a few bullet marks were quite visible in the wall behind. We were told that 400 Belgians were shot in this manner at this

      particular prison. Close to this shooting ‘gallery’, there was a crude gallows – consisting of a low stage with a trap door, and a beam overhead to carry the rope. We were

      told that three Belgians had been hanged on this contraption. Not having seen the underground torture chamber, I cannot describe it. But I believe the Germans destroyed most of their implements

      before departing. We were told that everything has been thoroughly photographed and filmed, so no doubt the world will be made aware of this frightful place.9


    


  




  Sergeant Greenwood had a change of mood when his battalion crossed into Holland. For one thing, the standard of accommodation improved markedly.




  

    

      Saturday 18.11.44 – Indoors all afternoon – too comfortable in these billets to bother about going out. We are being well looked after –

      waited on hand and foot. Fires, tidying up, etc all done by civvys. Unfortunately, none of the people in the house speak English, but we manage to ‘converse’ somehow. It is really

      amazing how much ‘conversation’ is carried on by means of a few words, signs and pantomime.


    


  




  That evening there was a party.




  

    

      Each member of the troop invited a lady friend, making about thirty of us in all. Unfortunately, we only had a portable gramophone for a ‘dance band’ – it

      was more or less useless, but the dancers managed somehow. Refreshments were surprisingly good – the lads having been scrounging and buying for a couple of days beforehand.10


    


  




  For the really lucky ones, there was the prospect of weekend leave in Brussels. Undamaged and now a busy leave centre, Brussels, recalls Richard Hough, was doing a

  ‘roaring trade in nightclubs, restaurants and brothels, and of course the black market’. But the zenith of comfort and relaxation that Brussels had to offer was a hot bath. Captain

  Holdsworth wrote:




  

    

      I had four and they were among my most treasured memories of those 48 hours of leave: great steaming baths lasting an hour at a time, sweating out the aches

      and pains, cleansing the sores and cuts, and forcing out the dirt accumulated since D-Day. The evidence of the need for these baths was plainly to be seen after the water had drained away. They

      were blissful, energy-sapping, and time-consuming, they did me more good than any other diversion.11


    


  




  Arnhem, Aachen and Antwerp were evidence enough of German determination to fight on. While there were signs of a collapse of morale in the civilian population hit hardest by the Allied advance,

  it was equally clear that the military was holding firm. While Germany was a nation in fear of its future it was a long way from accepting the inevitability of defeat. Fed on warnings of the

  nightmares to follow unconditional surrender, optimism was kept alive by the promise of new weapons of unprecedented destructive power soon to be unleashed. The success of the V2s, capable of

  reaching an altitude of fifty miles, the very edge of space, and of reaching a target nearly 124 miles away in six minutes, gave some credence to the propaganda. It is hard to know the extent to

  which Joseph Goebbels, Hitler’s propaganda minister, believed his own wild fantasies but he took seriously the imminent deployment of a mysterious new compound. ‘One jet of it will be

  enough to burn a man to death. It will penetrate the tiniest gaps in the armour of tanks and will make superiority in armour useless.’12




  Hitler’s own secret weapon was his capacity to surprise. With the Allies held down at the Siegfried Line, he had time to reinvigorate the Wehrmacht and he did so with ruthless energy.

  Reserves of manpower were discovered by the simple expedient of lowering the recruitment age while roping in those hitherto let off as too old or unfit to wear uniform. It was an awesome thought

  that a battered Germany, beset on all sides by powerful enemies, still had ten million men in uniform, two-thirds of them in an army backed by formidable military hardware.




  But Hitler had something more ambitious in mind than a defensive war. There were few that he trusted to share his plans. After the July plot on his life he was wary of declaring himself openly,

  even to his senior commanders who had no inkling of Operation Watch on the Rhine (later Autumn Mist), until October 22nd, barely a month before the intended start date. It was then that Hitler

  called together the Chiefs of Staff of Field Marshal Karl von Rundstedt, recently recalled from retirement to take up his old job as Commander-in-Chief West and of Field Marshal Walther Model,

  commander of Army Group B which straddled the western front. The strategy, to sweep through the Ardennes forest on a sixty-mile front along the Belgian and Luxembourg frontiers and then, having

  crossed the Meuse, make straight for the Channel coast to take Antwerp, was nothing if not audacious. If successful it would disrupt the Allied troop supply, extend German control of the

  Netherlands and split the British and Canadian armies in the north from the Americans in the south, allowing both to be encircled. With Antwerp recaptured there would be no Allied escape by sea.

  Three armies were to be thrown into the assault. After a breakthrough by the infantry, the tanks would follow at speed, bypassing strongly held towns and villages, a tactic which had been used to

  great effect on the eastern front.




  But there were glaring deficiencies. Many of the troops were fresh to battle and inadequately trained, essential equipment had still to come on stream and air support was minimal. Only a quarter

  of the fuel needed could be guaranteed, advancing units were expected to capture supplies from the enemy. Moreover, fighting conditions in winter over a heavily wooded and

  mountainous region were hardly propitious. But Hitler was adamant. Even if he could not destroy his enemies, cutting them off from their supply lines via Antwerp would, he calculated, weaken Allied

  resolve and even conceivably lead to a negotiated peace on the western front so that Germany could concentrate on the threat to the east.




  Rundstedt and Model did their best to persuade him otherwise. The two field marshals were not on the best of terms. Rundstedt, a general since 1927, was of the old school of German military

  elite. He had led the invasion of France in 1940 and the defence against the Allied landings in Normandy four years later and was considered by Eisenhower to be ‘the ablest of the German

  generals’. In fact, Model, sixteen years Rundstedt’s junior, was the more able strategist. His Commander-in-Chief could not see this. For him, Model was a middle-class upstart whom he

  once described as having ‘the makings of a good sergeant-major’. The class prejudice carried over to the Allied side where who you were in the military still had the edge over what you

  were. But for all their differences, Rundstedt and Model agreed on one thing: Autumn Mist had all the makings of a disaster. The plan, said Model when he first heard of it, ‘hasn’t got

  a damned leg to stand on’. Both were prepared to argue their case with Hitler but at sixty-nine and in poor health, Rundstedt was not the best spokesman for the opposition. However, he did

  try.




  

    

      When I was first told about the proposed offensive in the Ardennes, I protested against it as vigorously as I could. The forces at our disposal were much,

      much too weak for such far-reaching objectives. I suggested that my plan against the Aachen salient be used instead, but the suggestion was turned down, as were all my other objections. It was

      only up to me to obey. It was a nonsensical operation, and the most stupid part of it was the setting of Antwerp as the target. If we had reached the Meuse we should have got down on our knees

      and thanked God – let alone try to reach Antwerp.13


    


  




  The two leading commanders in the field, the diminutive (at 5 ft 2 in) General Hasso von Manteuffel who led the Fifth Panzer Army and the burly General Sepp Dietrich of the

  Sixth Panzer Army, also voiced their fears. Summoned to Army Group headquarters in early November, Manteuffel assumed that the conference was routine:




  

    

      but a glance at the document that was now passed round quickly showed that this was to be an unusual meeting. Each officer present had to pledge secrecy:

      should any officer break this pledge, he must realise that his offence would be punishable by death. I had frequently attended top secret conferences presided over by Hitler at Berchtesgaden or

      at the ‘Wolf’s Lair’ both before and after 20 July 1944, but this was the first time I had seen a document such as the one which I now signed.14


    


  




  However, he was not so unnerved by the occasion as to remain silent. His objections were overruled.




  If anyone had a better chance of getting Hitler to change his mind it was Sepp Dietrich. Dismissed by the traditionalists as a red-necked Bavarian, Dietrich was one of Hitler’s earliest

  followers who had proved his leadership qualities and personal bravery on the Russian front. A blunt talker and one to whom Hitler usually gave attention, he knew he had been handed an impossible

  task.




  

    

      All I had to do was to cross the Meuse river, capture Brussels and then go on and take the port of Antwerp. And all this in December, January and February,

      the worst three months of the year; through the Ardennes where snow was waist deep and there wasn’t room to deploy four tanks abreast, let alone six armoured divisions; when it

      didn’t get light until eight in the morning and was dark again at four in the afternoon and my tanks can’t fight at night; with divisions that had just been re-formed and were

      composed chiefly of raw untrained recruits; and at Christmas time.15


    


  




  But Dietrich too had little chance to voice his objections.




  

    

      I told Hitler that I wasn’t ready to attack and that we didn’t have the ammunition or food to carry it through successfully. The generals

      were all in line waiting to speak to Hitler and I had only a minute to tell him this before the line moved on. He said that I would have everything I needed.16


    


  




  Rundstedt and Model continued to push their alternative plan, an attack that stopped well short of Antwerp, a ‘little slam’ instead of a ‘grand slam’ as

  Manteuffel put it, but it was a lost cause. Hitler’s orders were ‘irreversible’.




  With so much professional opinion against him it would be easy to assume that Hitler had nothing going for him except a misguided faith in his own genius. Not so. Though now judged to have been

  an act of desperation, the Ardennes offensive was not without its merits. In 1914 and again in 1940 the Ardennes had given cover to a lightning surprise attack. Hitler convinced himself that it

  could be done again. His only concession to his generals was to postpone the attack until December 16th when poor weather was expected to offer protection against aerial bombing. The Wehrmacht

  started with another advantage. The strategy adopted by the Allied Supreme Commander, General Dwight Eisenhower, of advancing on a broad front inevitably left some sectors light on manpower. In the

  Ardennes, General Omar Bradley’s Twelfth Army Group straddled eighty miles of Belgian-German border with just one armoured and three infantry divisions. Two of these had lately arrived fresh

  from the States and the other two were exhausted by their recent bruising encounter with the enemy in the Hürtgen Forest. Though perilously overstretched, his troops, many of them fresh

  arrivals, were encouraged to think that a weakened enemy was unlikely to mount a winter campaign in such unfavourable territory.




  Recruited into the 106th Division of the 422nd Regiment, Jack Brugh crossed the Atlantic in early November. Less than a month later he was on his way to the Schnee Eifel in the northern sector

  of the Ardennes with the assurance of his colonel that ‘it had been very quiet up here, you’ll have the opportunity to learn the easy way.’




  

    

      The Ardennes Front was known by the GIs as the ‘Ghost Front’ – a cold, quiet place where artillery was seldom heard and patrols probed

      the enemy lines just to keep in practice. Within rifle range of each other, the German observers watched the Americans, and the Americans watched the Germans. Both sides

      rested and watched and avoided irritating each other.17


    


  




  That was not quite true. Much was happening, it was just that no one on the Allied side seemed to know what to make of it. It says much for the quality of the German military machine that,

  despite the obvious defects of Autumn Mist, it came close to inflicting a major defeat on the Allies. So laid-back were the army chiefs that front-line warnings of tanks and other heavy equipment

  moving into position opposite the weakest sector of the Ardennes front were discounted. ‘The German crust of defence is thinner, more brittle and more vulnerable than it appears to the troops

  in the lines,’ Bradley was assured less than a week before the guns blazed.




  A German general captured by the French let slip the intention to use the Sixth Panzer Army for a single large-scale counter-attack at the end of December. He was ignored.18 The collective wisdom of intelligence chiefs held that at worst Dietrich’s forces were preparing for a defensive battle in anticipation of an Allied assault.

  ‘Don’t be so jumpy,’ said one intelligence officer when he was asked to explain rumours of troop movements. ‘The Krauts are just playing phonograph records to scare you

  newcomers.’ In fact, three German armies with twenty divisions, including twelve Panzer divisions, up to 300,000 men, were gathering for the onslaught. The price of lax intelligence was the

  loss of a unique opportunity to use air supremacy to annihilate elite German forces concentrated on a small area. Of all the Allied generals, it was Patton alone who was suspicious. Even the

  cautious Montgomery was planning to spend Christmas at home. While others relaxed, Patton revised his planned advance to allow for a dramatic switch north ready to help out the raw recruits who had

  supposedly been given the soft option of holding the centre ground of the Ardennes front.




  Musing on the wisdom of fifty years’ hindsight, Noel Annan, formerly of military intelligence, later provost of King’s College, Cambridge and vice-chancellor of

  London University, acknowledged that their greatest failure was to get inside Hitler’s mind and think like him.




  

    

      The problem was insoluble: how could one persuade the Chiefs of Staff that Hitler would take decisions that were the despair of his finest strategists. Here

      was a man who seemingly understood the new tactics of armoured warfare, yet in reality he was enslaved by his memories as a front-line soldier in the First World War, refusing to fight a battle

      of manoeuvre and insisting that every inch of territory conquered must be held. In the Ardennes we made the mistake of asking ourselves: ‘What would an experienced commander like

      Rundstedt do?’ It was not Rundstedt we should have thought of, but Hitler. Hitler did what no one expected him to do. And yet, was it not in Hitler’s character to recall that it was

      he who had backed Manstein’s plan to break through the Ardennes in 1940? Should we not have guessed that he could hear destiny calling him once again to choose the Ardennes, seize Antwerp

      and encircle with his three Panzer armies the British as he had done in 1940? None of us could rise to such a flight of imagination.19


    


  




  The German build-up was allowed to continue without hindrance. Hans Hejny, of the Fifth Panzer Army, was in a forward position close to the border with Luxembourg.




  

    

      Orders were quiet and lights out. Only a thin ray of the night advance device made the road track barely visible. It was hard to see the roads and we had to

      concentrate to avoid falling into ditches. There were no tanks in sight. The road was empty, nobody was ahead of us in the dark.




      We reached the top of a hill and could see the vague outlines of Luxembourg. The road extended from a forest into a plain and there were tail-lights from the column ahead of

      us gliding downwards and disappearing into the woods.20


    


  




  Hejny’s confidence would have been all the greater had he known what little was being done by way of an Allied reception. Military matters had low priority. With Christmas

  approaching the emphasis was on home comforts to cheer up the troops – an extra ration of chocolate, supplies of woollen socks and gloves, even luminous watches. When

  Gene Curry and friends of the Twelfth Armoured Division got tired of army food, they took a few sticks of TNT and threw them in the river. ‘We had all the fish we could eat. The local people

  had plenty too.’21 Those billeted in farms fed well on domestic produce. Beef was plentiful. ‘We had steak almost every day because of all

  the cattle killed in the fields.’22 And conveniently frozen in the snow.




  The desperate need for basic training does not seem to have been met with any great sense of urgency. An often repeated memory of army veterans is of fresh-faced recruits having to be taught how

  to load a rifle. Some of the best advice came not through formal instruction but by listening to those who had first-hand experience of fighting over inhospitable countryside. Newcomers to the

  Ardennes were too inclined to think that trees offered protection against enemy fire until it was pointed out that you could just as easily be killed by a shower of splintered wood as by getting

  hit by shrapnel. ‘Whenever you dug a foxhole and planned on being there a while, it was a good idea to put some logs over the hole. The Germans used what were known as time fire or proximity

  fused shells which went off while still in the air.’23




  Mines and booby traps left behind as the Germans backed up towards the Siegfried Line were varied and frequently lethal. Yet, too often, the dangers were ignored by the uninitiated.




  

    

      The regal mine was about three feet long, eight inches wide and eight inches high. I saw what was left of a jeep-load of French soldiers after they’d

      driven over one. There were some pieces of uniforms hanging in the trees and the biggest part of the jeep that was left was the engine.




      This same regal mine caused a lot of noise in a town I was in. The people had just finished putting the tiles back up on their roofs when I heard a big blast. It came from

      in front of the house we had just moved into. I thought the Germans had fired in a large shell. Some engineer outfit had dug up a lot of these regal mines and put them on

      the side of the road. They had been marked real well with red ribbons. Along came a crane, mounted on the back of a truck. The streets were narrow in Europe, so the driver was looking back at

      the crane’s boom. He drove right over the pile of mines and set them off. The truck didn’t have a top on it, so the driver was blown about fifteen feet over a fence and killed. The

      crane operator was trapped in the cab. He’d had most of his head blown off.24


    


  




  More threatening to limb than to life was the shoe mine, encased in wood so that it was next to impossible to pick it up on a detector. It was powerful enough to take the feet off anyone who

  stood on it, hence its name.




  

    

      The Germans had another rotten weapon that they’d bury in a trail or walkway. When a G.I. stepped on it, it fired a bullet into his leg. This weapon

      was shaped like a pencil and about the same size. They’d bury it just barely under the dirt, with the bullet end up. It had a firing pin on top of a spring. When you stepped on it the

      spring would pop up and set off the shell. It made one hell of an ouch.25


    


  




  A persistent worry among troops was that if it did come to a full-scale battle in winter conditions, their olive drab uniforms made them sitting targets against the snow. The point had already

  occurred to the German commanders who themselves took the precaution of equipping their front-line soldiers with an overlay uniform of white leggings and anorak. The Twelfth Army chose

  improvisation. Those closest to the enemy were each given a square yard of white cloth to cover their helmets. GIs came up with their own solution to adapting wool-lined leather gloves which were

  too bulky for firing a rifle. Civilians who acquired cast-off gloves took time to work out why, so often, the covering for one finger had been cut off.




  Towards the end of the second week in December, the warning signals of a battle about to start were clearer and more frequent. Local people with relatives or friends on the other side of the

  line were the best sources of information. Many were prepared to speak out but more eloquent were those who said nothing while they packed a few belongings, loaded a cart and made off down the

  road. Each night brought fresh reports of distant rumbling noises that might – or might not – be tanks and artillery on the move. Was that the wind in the trees, or

  the rustle of men edging through the undergrowth? The received wisdom held firm. Whatever the rumours and imaginings of a cold night, the Germans simply did not have the capacity to mount a serious

  offensive. The morning of December 16th proved just how wrong received wisdom could be.




  At 0530 hours, German artillery opened up a forty-five-minute barrage, destroying communication links between Allied commanders and their forward observation points. When the guns stopped

  searchlights pierced the night sky, the beams bouncing off the clouds to create artificial moonlight. Made ghostly by their white combat gear, the ranks of infantry, fourteen abreast, rushed the

  American lines. The surprise was total.




  Harry Martin was still trying to get his hearing back after the artillery pounding when a wild figure crashed through the door of his hut, screaming, ‘The Germans are coming! The Germans

  are coming. We’ll all be killed.’




  

    

      Those words are etched in my brain for the rest of my life. Thoughts raced through my head: this had been a quiet sector for almost three months. We had

      only been here for five days so why are the Germans attacking us? We grabbed our rifles and steel helmets and got out of the cabin as fast as we could. Bill and I were assigned to the open

      foxhole on the extreme left flank. The rest of the platoon went to the log bunkers directly in front of them.




      Seconds later I could see hundreds of shadowy heads bobbing up and down coming over the crest of the hill just before dawn. They acted like they were drunk or on drugs. They

      came over the hill screaming and shrieking. Their shrill screams went right through my head. I was terrified. They had already out flanked our company and now they were coming to finish us

      off.




      Being on the extreme left flank with nothing on our left and out of sight of our platoon on the right it felt almost like we were against the entire Germany Army . . . There

      was no way of stopping all of them. I had a feeling of utter hopelessness of surviving the attack. I was panic-stricken. I felt that my entire life force had left my body.

      I was already dead and I was fighting like a zombie.




      Then in the middle of this terrifying battle I head a very confident calm voice inside my head say, ‘Squeeze the trigger.’ I instantly calmed down, took careful

      aim at one of the charging Germans through my gunsight and squeezed the trigger. He flung his arms up over his head and fell down dead, shot through the head. I felt a sensation surge through

      my whole body. I was no longer a zombie. My life force had come surging back. I was alive and for the first time I felt that I had a chance to come out of this battle.26


    


  




  But soon American forces had crumbled across the entire eighty-mile front. By the time the high command realised that they were not dealing with localised attacks but a full-scale offensive, the

  German push had extended fifteen miles into Allied lines. Fifteen thousand GIs had been captured, thousands more lay dead or wounded in the snow, while others wandered aimlessly, cut off from their

  own lines and having no idea how to find them. After a night trying to get some sleep in the shelter of the forest, Jack Brugh and some twenty other Gls decided to head east, hoping to put distance

  between themselves and the German front.




  

    

      As we came upon a cleared area, we discovered a deserted German field kitchen. The Germans did not leave anything of value, but there were about ten loaves

      of stale bread and some potatoes in what I think was the garbage heap. We split up the spoils. Raw potatoes are not too tasty, but they will help to keep you going. All day long, we wandered

      and did not see anyone. The night was spent in the woods again.




      On December 18th, we met up with five infantrymen from the 28th Division. They too were completely lost. They joined our group and in the afternoon we were sighted by a

      German patrol. We went into the woods and they followed. They fired into the forest, but for some reason, they did not pursue us. We never returned their fire and they finally left.




      Again, we spent the night in the woods. The Germans knew where we were and late that night the patrol (or possibly another patrol) returned and came

      within 200 feet of where we were and fired shots over our heads. They were using tracer bullets, and it was a scary feeling looking up and seeing the tracers streaking overhead. After about 15

      minutes, they left. It seemed they were taunting us.




      The sun broke through the clouds on December 19th, the first time I had seen the sun since I had been on the front lines. We were all hungry and tired, having had nothing

      but bread and potatoes for three days. We were very concerned because we knew the Germans knew where we were. We had the feeling they were watching and waiting for us to make a move.

      Unfortunately, we had wound up in a patch of woods that would be difficult to escape from without coming out in the open.




      We realized we were trapped, so we decided to stay where we were . . . It remained quiet until about 3:00 pm, when three German tanks pulled up in the open field in front of

      the forest where we were hidden. They each fired several shots into the woods, and then stopped firing. They then opened the turrets and stood up. One of the tank commanders who spoke English

      yelled to us to ‘Surrender! Surrender!’ We all knew that there was nothing we could do but lay down our rifles and come out with our hands in the air. It was a most humiliating and

      sickening experience.27


    


  




  Leon Setter was one of a mass round-up of GIs near St Vith where the 106th Infantry Divison, the Golden Lions, had been in the line for just five days. None of its senior officers had ever been

  in action, except for the regimental commander who had served in France for a few days in 1918. Inexperienced and hopelessly outmanoeuvred, the 106th was caught in a pincer movement and

  encircled.




  

    

      As I finished digging my foxhole, my squad leader came to me and told me that the entire 42nd Infantry Regiment had been ordered to surrender to the enemy

      by Colonel Deschenaux and that we were ordered to destroy our weapons. Needless to say I was confused. This had been my first day in actual combat. At first I felt relieved. Soon another kind

      of fear set in, a fear of the unknown. What was going to happen next?


	   I dismantled my carbine, throwing the parts in all directions. I walked toward the assembly area where a couple of enemy soldiers lined us up in a column of fours to march us down the hill.


  It took about 40 minutes for the column to get into Schonberg where we were put inside a Catholic church. As soon as the church was filled, the rest of the prisoners had to sleep outside on the

  ground.


  On the morning of December 20th we were marched into Germany.28


    


  




 



  Finding an abandoned farm, Joe Tatman and six companions hid for the night in the hayloft, only to discover the next morning that a German company headquarters had been set up in the house.




  

    

      We were trapped. We ran out of food and water. One of the boys had a D ration Bar and we all nibbled on it. Imagine 7 of us on a 2 inch square bar! After 5

      days and nights things began to get rough and cold. We talked about Christmas and home.




      Around 4:00 pm Christmas Eve, German soldiers appeared at the top of the ladder to the hay mow. He shot up through the barn roof and yelled at us to come down. As we were

      lined up he called for his superior officer. He came out from the house near by, a smile on his face, a big hand shake and greeted us like brothers. He had been a lawyer in New York and had

      returned to his home land to settle his father’s estate.




      He spoke very plain English, and asked no questions. He took us into their kitchen, where the cooks were preparing for a Christmas party. They gave us milk and hot donuts.

      He talked and joked about the war and hoped it would soon be ended, so we could all be back home again.29


    


  




  A few of the 106th managed to break out of the trap. Most did not. Some 10,000 GIs were taken into captivity, the biggest surrender ever of American forces on foreign ground. German propaganda

  made the most of it with cinema newsreels showing streams of ragged and weary soldiers being led away to spend the rest of the war behind barbed wire.




  

    

      We were all weak from the lack of food and sleep, but Will was especially weak. We were really concerned about him. We walked through open fields and woods and seemed to be headed out of the mountains to the valley below. We came to a road that had been churned up by tanks and trucks. Although Will was really

      struggling, he managed to keep going. He knew that if he fell out, he would be left in the snow to die.




      It was about 2.00 a.m. on December 20th when we came to a small village where we joined hundreds of other American POWs, many of whom were from our ill-fated 106th Division.

      They kept us there for about three hours, and during that time, other POWs were brought into the village . . . When we left at about daylight, again lined up four abreast, the column stretched

      out for nearly one-quarter of a mile.




      We walked about four miles and reached the town of Prum. Will had made it the entire march, but just barely. We were marched to the railroad station where we were to be

      loaded in boxcars. There was an English speaking German guard with us, and one of the POWs asked him where we were going. His answer was Siberia, and he said, ‘You will be there forever,

      because the German Army has taken Antwerp and is moving through France to Paris.’30


    


  




  Bradley was at Eisenhower’s HQ when the attack started. He was reminded by General Bedell Smith, Eisenhower’s Chief of Staff, that he often wished for the Germans to come out of

  their pillboxes to fight in the open.




  ‘You’ve been wishing for a counter attack; now it looks as though you’ve got it.’




  ‘A counter attack, yes,’ replied Bradley, ruefully. ‘But I’ll be damned if I wanted one this big.’31




  After the 106th was escorted from the battlefield, the focus was on St Vith itself, a road and rail junction that was vital to the German assault plan in an area where communications were

  minimal, bordering on primitive. GIs with experience of London traffic jams dubbed the town, Piccadilly Circus. St Vith held out for a week of house-to-house fighting. Leaving it to the last

  moment, General Bruce Clarke led 22,000 of his men to safety, an achievement for which he was given scant credit by superiors who were more in need of victories than

  withdrawals, however skilfully managed.




  The Allied pull-back from east Belgium was a heart-breaking business for those who had so recently been welcomed as liberators. James Cassidy of NBC was in one of the front-line towns. The

  evacuation was, he said, an experience he would never forget – the experience of conquest in reverse. ‘Most civilians stood around in silent groups in the streets watching the

  mud-spattered army trucks moving. American flags were removed from some of the shop windows. As I left I wondered how long it would be until Nazi banners would once again adorn those windows which

  for three months have displayed the Stars and Stripes.’ Not far away, Robert Barr stood on a crowded street as a convoy of infantry prepared to move out.




  

    

      There was handshaking and many questions. How near were the Germans? Did we think they’d come to their town again? Was it true that German tanks were

      just over the hill? There were awkward silences. The GIs couldn’t answer that question. A truck driver tying a tarpaulin over his loaded truck swore quietly and said, ‘I never

      thought this would happen to us.’ We had been planning a Christmas party for the local children; a Gl took the notice down, looked at it, and tore it up. The Belgian people watched it

      all. Whatever you did, wherever you went, their eyes followed you.32


    


  




  Jack Belden of Time magazine had a gut feeling of terrible guilt ‘that seems to come over you whenever you retreat. You don’t like to look anyone in the eyes. It seems as if

  you have done something wrong.’ It got worse.




  

    

      A middle-aged woman grabbed me by the arm and began pouring out words of broken English in a pleading, tortured voice. She wanted us to take her children, a

      boy aged ten and a girl aged twelve, with us. ‘Just a little way on the road,’ she said, ‘then you can drop them off. My husband, he’s been in the resistance movement.

      He’ll have to get out. The collaborators will report him. It doesn’t matter about me. But only take my children with you.’ Her eyes were red and I realized she would have been

      crying if her need for saving her children had not been stronger than her grief. A French photographer finally agreed to take her in his civilian car.33


    


  




  Along with the convoys of American troops moving west went the refugees: ‘carrying suitcases and blankets and tablecloth packs, plodding slowly and painfully along the shoulders of the

  road. Some of the more fortunate ride bicycles with their packs balanced on the handlebars. Others push carts loaded with lamps and favorite chairs and loaves of bread and sacks of potatoes. A baby

  too young to walk sits on a sack of potatoes and smiles at everything.’34




  Despair for the Americans equalled jubilation for the Germans whose morale rose to giddy heights. In a letter home, Lieutenant Rockhammer shared his delight at being once more on the winning

  side.




  

    

      This time we are a thousand times better off than you at home. You cannot imagine what glorious hours and days we are experiencing now. It looks as if the

      Americans cannot withstand our push. Today we overtook a fleeing column by taking a back-road through the woods to the retreat lane of the American vehicles; then, just like on manoeuvres, we

      pulled up along the road with sixty Panthers. And then came the endless convoy driving in two columns, side by side, hub on hub, filled to the brim with soldiers. And then a concentrated fire

      from sixty guns and one hundred and twenty machine-guns. It was a glorious bloodbath, vengeance for our destroyed homeland. Our soldiers still have the old zip. Always advancing and smashing

      everything. The snow must turn red with American blood. Victory was never as close as it is now.


    


  




  Hans Hejny of the Fifth Panzer Army entered Clervaux, a small town halfway in to Luxembourg.




  

    

      Leaving the protection of the woods behind us, the street led us among the first houses. A huge fire raged in the middle of the roadway obstructing any

      passage. Dense clouds of smoke floated above our heads. Because of the dark smoke I could not make out what was burning until a gust of wind for an instant provided sight of the street. About 50 metres away, an American Sherman tank was fully aflame. Behind it some Americans sought cover, but these poor devils had no escape left. There was no possibility

      of flight. There were too many eyes, too many rifle barrels waiting tensely for them to step forward.




      Dense smoke clouded the scene almost completely and the enormous heat exploded the ammunition inside the tank. Now certainly the Americans could not last too long behind the

      tank and would have to leave the worst cover in the world. A massive detonation wave shook the street. Whole pieces of steel were hurled into the air. The windowpanes of neighbouring houses

      burst with loud cracks. A terrible gust of fiery wind threw me back, choking and coughing.




      Then I saw for the first time an American soldier and he was jumping for his life. Inside, I crossed my fingers for him, somehow perhaps he could make it and that would save

      me. But no sooner did he make his daring leap, than rifle and machine pistol shots whipped the pitiful guy. Mortally wounded, he fell to the ground. A comrade took off to help him, risking his

      life. As he bent down to the fallen one, he too was dropped by murderous bullets.35


    


  




  Confused and frightened, their officers trying to reconcile conflicting orders or to cope without any orders at all, whole units of ‘fresh, green and utterly untested’ GIs were

  thrown into panic. Told to defend Malmédy on the River Our against the soon to become infamous First SS Panzer Division, Colonel David Pegrin of the 291st Combat Engineer Battalion was like

  Gary Cooper in High Noon, appealing unsuccessfully for help as convoys of American troops headed out of town. He was left to do his job with some hundred or so lightly armed engineers.




  ‘The Americans are on the run,’ wrote a German soldier to his wife. ‘We cleared an enemy supply dump. Everybody took things he wanted most. I took only chocolate. I have all my

  pockets full of it. I eat chocolate all the time, in order to sweeten this wretched life . . . Don’t worry about me. The worst is behind me. Now this is just a hunt.’
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  Comeback




  Once Eisenhower realised the power of the German drive, he pulled in reinforcements, including two airborne divisions. It was not enough. It took a change of command at the

  highest level for the Allies to regain the initiative. With the risk of the German advance cutting off Bradley’s headquarters in Luxembourg, on December 19th, Eisenhower handed over the

  northern front, including the Ninth and First Armies, to Montgomery’s Twenty-First Army Group leaving Bradley to concentrate on the southern sector.




  It did not go down well with Bradley. Eisenhower had to work hard to persuade his friend that it was a temporary and emergency measure forced on him by problems of communication.




  Montgomery was asleep when Eisenhower telephoned. His first move was to summon his liaison officers or ‘gallopers’.




  

    

      They consisted of hand-picked, intelligent, tough young staff officers who lived at his tactical headquarters. Every day they were dispatched to the

      different formations fighting the battle. In the evening after dinner each in turn would report to Monty on what he had seen or heard. As a result of their reports Monty was probably the only

      man who had a completely up-to-date picture of the whole battle front.1


    


  




  On this occasion, Montgomery’s gallopers were sent out to contact the various American corps commanders to find out what was going on before meeting up at Lieutenant

  General Courtney Hodges’ First Army headquarters the following day. Montgomery then went back to bed.




  

    

      Meanwhile the liaison officers were going through a series of wholly unusual adventures. Any trip in a jeep over those ice-bound foggy roads was a

      considerable experience, but the chief difficulty occurred when the British officers entered the American lines. They knew no passwords and several of them were promptly

      arrested as spies and parachutists. Others found that the American corps to which they were assigned had been cut off in the night. Somehow by various means they managed to get themselves out

      of arrest, to drive on to their destination, to gather the news and then make their way back. All succeeded in making their rendezvous with the commander-in-chief at 1 pm.2


    


  




  Their reports confirmed what Montgomery already suspected, that Rundstedt was aiming to strike across the Meuse around Liège.




  Barring the way to Antwerp, Montgomery threw the bulk of the American First Army and much of the Ninth into the battle area. British and Canadian forces were used as a backstop to hold the line

  of the Meuse. There were sound reasons for this, not least the wish to avoid the administrative complications of thrusting the British troops into the centre of an American army. But it was a

  decision that was to damage Montgomery’s reputation with his US colleagues who resented his boast of a British victory achieved, as they said, on the backs of American casualties. Of more

  than thirty Allied divisions engaged in the struggle, nine-tenths were American.




  The highpoint of German success was Manteuffel’s breakthrough to within striking distance of the Meuse and his encirclement of General McAuliffe’s 101st Airborne Division, known as

  the Screaming Eagles, who had raced to protect Bastogne, another of the road junctions that could determine the outcome of the campaign.




  It was now that the Germans made their first serious mistake. Slow to get to Bastogne, faulty intelligence and mud-sodden roads combining to lose precious hours in the race with American

  reinforcements, Manteuffel was justified in asking for support from Dietrich’s Sixth Panzer Army. In truth, this was asking a lot of Dietrich. Hitler’s masterplan called for the Sixth

  Panzer to make the decisive breakthrough across the Meuse and on to Antwerp. For this reason Dietrich had been allocated the strongest reserves, five divisions at full fighting

  strength. But the advance of the Sixth Panzer had slowed to a crawl while Manteuffel’s Fifth Panzer Army was still making good progress. Giving full backing to Manteuffel could have changed

  the outcome of the battle for Bastogne and thus of the entire Ardennes offensive. But Dietrich held back. Maybe he still believed that the final victory would be his; maybe he was unwilling to

  change his orders without approval from Hitler. Whatever the reason, the opportunity to keep up the momentum of the German advance was lost irretrievably.




  Ed Peniche with the 502nd Parachute Infantry Regiment was dug in at the edge of the village of Longchamps, three miles north of Bastogne. He had a clear view of the valley sloping down between

  Longchamps and another village, Monaville, to the right. On Wednesday, December 20th, the weather turned colder and snow began to fall. Two days later:




  

    

      A heavy blanket of snow covered our entire sector and we were surrounded by the enemy. It was incredibly cold; the water in our canteens was freezing. We

      also had to rub each other’s feet to prevent frostbite. From our foxholes, despite the horrible weather, it was fascinating to gaze at the wintry scenery, the snow was pretty deep and

      very white. The wind had picked up; it was much, much colder – I was terrified by the thought of freezing to death; being a 19-year-old soldier from the Yucatan in southern Mexico, I had

      never experienced snow on the ground, much less standing and sleeping on frozen ground.3


    


  




  But coming under heavy artillery fire there was not much opportunity to worry overmuch about the cold. Martin Roeder, a teenage New Yorker, was also dug in on the outskirts of

  the town. ‘The Germans quickly pinned us into a ditch with machine-guns. We had no air cover because of the fog, so we just couldn’t move. Half of me was under water for three

  days.’




  With the growing strength of German artillery within range of the town, McAuliffe was given two hours to surrender or face ‘total annihilation’. Knowing that Patton’s Third

  Army was charging to the rescue, he held his nerve, rejecting Manteuffel’s invitation to capitulate with an emphatic ‘Nuts’, a response which lost something

  in translation.




  The Third Army’s race north, up from Luxembourg, was a spectacular demonstration of mobile warfare. More than 130,000 tanks and trucks, in double banked columns, took part in the

  ‘round-the-clock trek’ over icy roads. They were kept going by six new supply points holding 235,000 rations and 300,000 gallons of petrol. ‘The troops in heavy great coats still

  caked with the mud of the Saar were huddled against the wintry cold that knifed through their canvas topped trucks while the tank commanders, their faces wrapped in woollen scarves, huddled in the

  turrets of their Shermans.’ Along the way, they met up with remnants of the divisions that had taken the brunt of the German attack. There was a certain wariness in greeting battle-jaded

  stragglers. Reports had come in of fifth columnists operating behind American lines. In the event, the numbers were small but that they were there at all added to the nervousness of already anxious

  GIs.




  ‘We were suspicious of everyone we did not know personally,’ recalls a Bulge veteran. ‘Passwords were of little value so a series of questions were asked such as the names of

  baseball players and movie stars.’4 This was effective in so far as most Germans, even those who spoke good American and knew the States, would

  not be up to date with the latest sport and Hollywood news. Trouble was, neither were many GIs. It was not uncommon for Americans to be ‘captured’ by other Americans when they were

  unable to come up with the right answers.




  ‘One soldier asked me what was the longest river in America and I, like a fool, answered correctly, “the Missouri”. He nearly blew my head off until I changed my mind and said

  “Mississippi”.’5




  Never the easiest commander to satisfy, the Third Army’s progress did not match up to Patton’s expectations. What he wanted was a hell-for-leather tank attack that would cleave a way

  through to Bastogne. But German resistance was both stubborn and calculating. Leading the attack, the Fourth Armoured Division soon found that villages captured by armoured assault were invariably

  retaken by German infantry once the tanks had roared on. Each little community in the battle path had its stories. Bob Shine left his son, Dan, with memories of the assault on

  Grandmenil, ‘a village so small that it could be crossed by foot in less than five minutes – unless, of course, the village was filled with waiting German soldiers – and it

  was.’ Dan Shine continues his father’s story:




  

    

      Item Company was to attack the village with the support of Sherman tanks. Two of Shine’s friends huddled behind one of the tanks, seeking shelter from the German small

      arms fire. As Shine watched, a shell landed and exploded near to the two and flung their bodies against the tank. They were killed instantly; there were almost no visible wounds, but the

      concussion from the explosion left the two dead Americans looking like lumps of bread dough thrown and flattened against a wall.




      The Sherman tanks advanced up the village streets first, firing their cannons point-blank into the occupied houses. Then the riflemen followed. First they threw hand

      grenades into the houses; immediately after the explosions, they sprayed the insides of the houses with rifle fire. Shine and another young soldier entered one house. Inside the house, a dazed

      German reached for his gun. There was no time to ask him to surrender; the soldier with Shine quickly raised his Colt automatic pistol and fired. The .45 calibre bullet hit the German soldier

      squarely in the forehead, and the top of his head was blown off.6


    


  




  The Germans fought desperately; the Americans were forced to take Grandmenil one house at a time. At day’s end, Item Company had driven the Germans from Grandmenil, and had dug their

  foxholes in a defensive line along the edge of town. Twenty-four hours earlier, none of them had ever seen battle; now they were veterans.




  In what he called a ‘typical foray to the front’ Michael Moynihan of the News Chronicle described what he saw at the ‘bleak upland’ village of Samree.




  

    

      The footsteps are fresh in the snow and the burned wrecks of tanks lie stark in the ditches. Two hours of furious fighting in the cold light of dawn have

      left their trail of blood and debris. From Amonines to Dochamps and on to Samree the icy road that overhangs the valley, where there is scarcely room for two cars to pass,

      is flanked with burned-out German vehicles and American tanks that have been blasted or have lost their grip to crash down the steep slope . . .




      From the deep snow of a ditch the legs of a German soldier protrude. A charred and shrivelled body lies by a burned-out half-track, unrecognisable as human, black in the

      snow like a monkey. In deeper drifts parts of frozen bodies stick out. Not until the thaw sets in will the snow give up its gruesome burden.


    


  




  Frostbite and exhaustion accounted for many casualties, wrote Moynihan, adding:




  

    

      the cruellest fighting is hidden in the half-light of the forest through which the infantry advances, guided through the maze by the air bursts of our artillery. In parts of

      the forest, dark and forbidding like something out of a Grimm’s fairy tale, the snow is dyed red with blood where German and American infantry came to grips. Dead bodies are being

      ploughed from six-foot snowdrifts. The snow slopes are turning pink in the sun. Beauty sits strangely in the frozen valleys of death.7


    


  




  Increasingly desperate for action, Patton resorted to divine intervention, ordering his chaplain to lead a communal prayer.




  

    

     Almighty and most merciful Father, we humbly beseech thee, of Thy great goodness, to restrain these immoderate rains with which we have had to contend. Grant us fair weather

      for Battle. Graciously hearken to us as soldiers who call upon Thee, that armed with Thy power, we may advance from victory to victory and crush the opposition and wickedness of our enemies and

      establish Thy justice among men and nations.


    


  




  It is hard to know if he was serious or if this was Patton’s idea of a joke.




  Meanwhile, the American paratroopers inside the Bastogne perimeter fought and waited. The occasional radio message hinted at a certain impatience. Just before midnight of December 24th, one of

  McAuliffe’s staff sent a reminder to Fourth Armoured command post: ‘There is only one more shopping day before Christmas.’8 It was one of the many ironies of a Christmas Eve in the middle of the battle zone that when the Luftwaffe put in one of its rare appearances to bomb Bastogne, American

  servicemen and German prisoners were in unison with ‘Silent Night’.




  On Christmas Day, the German mounted a strong attack on the northwestern sector of the Bastogne perimeter. Ed Peniche remembers:




  

    

      Suddenly, around 03.00 a.m. the first barrages crashed against our positions, a few German planes droned over regimental headquarters and dropped bombs.

      Minutes later, wearing snow suits, the first grenadiers crept forward against our lines, supported by a few tanks. The fire fight in our left flank intensified. As the ground shook under the

      impact of the heavy shelling, the snow-covered battlefield soon became a spectrum of bright flares and deafening explosions and machine-gun tracers. Mortar rounds exploded in front and behind

      me while our machinegunners were delivering flanking fire. To me, this was a defining moment in my life and as an American, to see well-disciplined soldiers following orders under the most

      hellish of circumstances without hesitation. Everyone seemed to know what had to be done and they DID IT!9


    


  




  Four days after the Third Army started its 130-mile ‘fire call’ run, the tanks of the Fourth Armoured Division were in Bastogne.




  

    

      Two Shermans with the armored infantrymen wiped out an entire company of Krauts. Tankers set fire to a barn on the edge of town with machine-gun tracers. Wind drifted the

      smoke through the center of the village and gave the doughs of the 51st a perfect screen to mop up half the town at a time. They fought Christmas Eve and knocked off for cold turkey while

      artillery and mortar fire crashed in. A tank destroyer took a direct hit on the engine compartment and flamed in the night. German soldiers died wholesale, but those who lived held on. The

      hillside town of Chaumont was to change hands three times before the rubble heaps were taken.10


    


  




  Martha Gellhorn was one of the first war reporters to see what was left of Bastogne:




  

    

      You can say the words ‘death and destruction’ and they don’t mean anything. But they are awful words when you are looking at what they mean. There were

      some German staff cars along the side of the road: they had not merely been hit by machine-gun bullets, they had been mashed into the ground. There were half-tracks and tanks literally wrenched

      apart. There were also, ignored and completely inhuman, the hard-frozen corpses of Germans.11


    


  




  One of those young Germans who died was Corporal Helmut Spindler who was hit by shrapnel. His parents heard the news from his senior officer, Captain Rudolf Schueppel, almost

  two months after the event.




  

    

      Your son hadn’t been in my unit for very long. Before he joined he had been through a lot of difficulties and in the short time I knew him showed himself from only his

      best side. He was hardworking, willing and dutiful, always cheerful and a good comrade for his fellow soldiers. It is more than a shame about his young life. His battery and I grieve with you

      and will constantly honour his memory. Please accept our deepest sympathy, from myself and my battery. The main dressing station wrote to us that your son would be buried in a hero’s

      grave in Ortho. Unfortunately I am not in the position to send you the personal possessions he was carrying on him. The main dressing station will take care of this.12


    


  




  When it was all over, General McAuliffe found it hard to wind down from the bullish optimism he had maintained throughout the siege.




  

    

      Now I, and everyone else in the 101st, resent the implication that we were rescued or that we needed to be rescued. When General Taylor arrived on the 27th the first thing

      he asked me was what kind of shape were we in. I told him, ‘Why, we’re in fine shape: we’re ready to take the offensive.’ The fact is we were thinking about what a tough

      time the Kraut was having.13


    


  




  The Screaming Eagles now adopted a new name – the Battered Bastards of the Bastion of Bastogne.




  Overall, Montgomery’s strategy for repulsing the Rundstedt offensive was successful, though any suggestion that the Allied response was closely targeted would be misleading. Fighting

  conditions over heavily wooded and frozen terrain made that all but impossible. There was little or no intelligence feeding through to front-line units to tell them what was happening. Contemporary

  warfare assumes constant and uninterrupted communication at all levels of command. Sixty years ago it was not so easy. Radio contact was hard won and easily lost through bad weather or faulty

  equipment or a hundred other reasons all of which seemed to conspire to confuse in December 1944. The fighting in the Ardennes was as near chaos, at least on the Allied side, as any battle of the

  Second World War.




  To help out with the relief of Bastogne, General Matthew B. Ridgway flew over from his English base to join his Eighty-Second and 101st Airborne Divisions assembled at Reims for refitting after

  their two-month tour of duty in Holland. His progress gives a fair notion of the hazards encountered along the Ardennes front. Even getting to it was an adventure.




  

    

      As the last planes took off, a pea-soup fog rolled in from the Channel and we were the last planes to leave England for forty-eight hours. We flew in that soup across France

      to Reims. Fortunately, my own personal pilot, Colonel J.G. Brown, a magnificent airman, was at the controls. By a miracle of navigation, or sixth sense or something, for we had no ground

      contact, and no radio aids to speak of, he hit Reims on the nose. It lay under a blanket of low-hanging cloud, and as we broke through the cloud cover, I looked out of the window to see the

      spire of a church steeple flash by. It was considerably higher than we were.


    


  




  It got worse.




  

    

      We landed on a deserted strip and I immediately set out for the bivouac areas of the 101st and the 82nd. The 82nd had already moved out and the last elements of the 101st

      were clearing the area as I arrived. I waited until the last battalion had cleared, and moved on up the road myself. It was not a pleasant ride. The only transportation

      available was some ancient Gl sedans. We couldn’t see out of these things. The fog was thick as heavy smoke, a cold, drizzling rain was falling, and the chances were good that a German

      patrol might loom suddenly out of the murk to take us by surprise. Just about dark, we found the command post of General Troy Middleton’s VIII Corps. The gloom inside that headquarters

      was thicker than the fog outside. Middleton knew that some of his units had been overrun. He knew the German attack had opened a great gap in his lines. But nearly all his communications with

      his forward elements were out, and he had no knowledge of where his forces were, nor where the Germans were, nor where they might strike next.14


    


  




  In conditions that challenged the fundamentals of humanity, atrocities against civilians who simply happened to be in the way were not uncommon. In Stavelot, Ster, Parfondruy and Renardmont over

  one hundred Belgians were shot by units of the First SS Panzer Division. The evidence of one random massacre was discovered by a unit of the Third Armoured Division on December 20th, 1944.




  

    

      Ten or twelve completely burned bodies, charred black, were seen where a small shed had once stood . . . in the adjacent house, there was the body of a middle-aged woman who

      had been stabbed with a knife and then shot. Bodies of two boys between the ages of six and ten were seen with bullet holes in their foreheads . . . One old woman had been killed by a smash

      over the head, probably with a rifle butt . . . Near a foxhole were bodies of a 13-year-old boy and a 15-year-old girl who had been shot, apparently as they tried to escape.15


    


  




  On the afternoon of December 22nd, the Second SS Panzer Division, accompanied by Gestapo interrogators, entered Bande. Thirty-five young people were lined up against a wall and shot one by

  one.




  

    

      It was the turn now of Léon Praile to go. The German put his hand on the prisoner’s shoulder, like he had done to all the others, when, suddenly the Belgian noticed that the Feldwebel was weeping. He decided to risk everything to save his life. When they were both about two yards from the sinister house Betrand,

      Léon Praile gathered together all his strength and with his right fist gave the German such a punch full in the face that the soldier taken aback fell to the ground and the lad, taking

      advantage of the obscurity, ran away. He ran for about fifty yards then crossed the Route, quicker than lightning, and found himself on the banks of the Wasme. This he crossed and ran again

      into the fields on the other side of the river. The Germans were firing on him all the while but did not touch him once. He spent the night in the woods and tried to get to the American lines,

      but owing to German patrols this was not possible; so he was obliged to go back to Bande where he took refuge in the barn of his uncle’s house.16


    


  




  When Bande was freed by Belgian paratroopers on January 11th, Léon Praile led them to the scene of the execution where the bodies were piled up in a cellar.




  While both sides were responsible for sporadic acts of savagery, the worst excesses were linked to the lead unit of the Sixth Panzer Army, the battle-hardened First SS Panzer Division also known

  as the Blowtorch Battalion after it had burned its way across Russia. Its commander was Lieutenant Colonel Jochen Peiper, at twenty-nine a brave and charismatic leader but one, it was said, who was

  bereft of ordinary human emotions. On December 17th, an observation unit of the US Seventh Armoured Division on its way to help relieve St Vith was diverted through Malmédy. As they passed

  through Five Points crossroads near Bauges they were confronted by Peiper’s leading tanks. The convoy of American jeeps and trucks were no match for heavy armour. The occupants piled out of

  their vehicles and were herded into a field. What happened next is unclear in detail but after Peiper and most of his division had gone on their way, the SS troops left in charge of the prisoners

  opened up with machine-guns. Later, eighty-one bodies were recovered. Of the seventeen who escaped, Ted Flechsig was saved by a fatally wounded soldier who covered him as he fell. ‘After the

  machine-gunning ceased, the SS men walked among the fallen, shooting those who showed signs of life.’ With wounds in his leg, arm and hand, Ted held his breath.




  When Ted didn’t stir, the soldier moved on. Eventually the troops got into their tanks and half-tracks and moved out. Ted and another survivor left in the direction of Stavelot, some six

  miles to the south. On the way they met two Belgian civilians on bicycles. Seeing that Ted was having difficulty walking, one of the Belgians put him on his bicycle and pushed him the rest of the

  way to Stavelot where he was taken to hospital.17




  Peiper was among those eventually brought to trial for the worst single atrocity against US troops in the entire European war. He escaped the death penalty, claiming that he had no direct

  knowledge of the massacre but his moral responsibility followed him to his death in 1976 when his house in Treves was firebombed by former French resistance fighters.




  The Malmédy Massacre stands out as a gruesome example of what can happen in war rather than as a typical instance. Edward Bautz, a professional soldier who, post-war, retired as a

  general, is among those who speaks up on behalf of front-line German soldiers.




  

    

      They fought very well and they were tough . . . I didn’t see any atrocities . . . In fact, going up to Bastogne, near the Bigonville area, Lt. Cook, one of our platoon

      leaders, was wounded, and his tank was knocked out, and his people couldn’t get to him right away, and he was a prisoner. He became a prisoner of the Germans and they took care of him.

      They wrapped him up . . . kept him warm, gave him some food, and positioned him so that he could be found when they were leaving. So, you know, there are all sorts of horror stories you hear

      but my experience was that the frontline troops were capable and disciplined.18


    


  




  Conversely, there were those on the Allied side who were not greatly troubled by the Geneva Convention. As news of the Malmédy Massacre spread, so too did the incidents of retaliation.

  Roy Brown, who was part of a force rounding up German prisoners, had a hard job trying to persuade front-line troops to cooperate. ‘I would get word that a prisoner or

  two had been captured but before I could get there, I’d hear a rat-tat-tat and these tough looking guys would get out of their tanks and say, “Oh, they tried to get

  away.”’19




  At least one war reporter confirms that reaction to Malmédy was immediate and often savage:




  

    

      Before an attack scheduled for the following day an order was issued to infantrymen of one American brigade stating, ‘No S.S. troops or paratroopers will be taken

      prisoner but will be shot on sight.’ During a battle in the village of Chegnogne, a house whose cellar was being used as a first-aid post by the Germans was set on fire, causing the 21

      wounded soldiers in it to emerge, the first carrying a Red Cross flag, only to be mown down by machine-gun fire at the doorway.20


    


  




  There were those like Nathan Shoehalter who could never forget the horror of mindless revenge. ‘A terrible thing happened . . . My captain, in our battalion aid station,

  had two or three youngsters, Germans, sitting in our aid station. We were bringing in casualties. The captain said, “Take them out and shoot ’em. Take them out and shoot

  ’em,” and they did. It was awful. He murdered them.’




  The counterbalance was the experience of Horst Lange, of the German Fifth Parachute Division, who was captured at Bigonville. It was not the best time of his life but it could have been much

  worse.




  

    

      First of all papers, like my pay-book, were taken. Also personal papers, like family letters and photos were taken and thrown away. The few German marks that I had were of

      no more use to me anyway. I didn’t need the steel helmet any more now, but I would have liked to keep my forage cape, for it was bitter cold. The camouflage flying-jacket, which could

      still offer some protection against the cold, was also taken away from me. So all I had left, finally, was a dirty handkerchief and my life. We were then guarded for more than an hour by four

      or five GIs. We waited around with our hands clasped behind our heads. One of the soldiers was, for some reason, sympathetic to me. He also tried to have a conversation, and told me he was from

      Chicago. I replied, ‘I am from Hamburg.’ That was my first school-English that I was able to put to use. He gave me a cigarette and lit it for me, for I still

      had my hands behind my head. At around noon we were brought behind the American lines, about 30 of us in all. At that time, fierce fighting was still raging in Bigonville. We had a difficult

      march in the cold and the snow until we reached the American artillery position. Here we stood in formation, about 100 German prisoners of war. Most of us were from the 5th Parachute Division.

      Anyone wearing American shoes had to take them off, despite the icy cold. I took off my sweater, tore it up, and wrapped it around my feet. After about two hours, an American officer saw this

      and everybody got shoes.21


    


  




  The Rundstedt offensive reached its limit on Christmas Eve. In the Belgian village of Celles, a swastikaed tank serves as a monument to mark the Germans’ point of return. For one German

  soldier it was the end of the war and almost the end of his life.




  

    

      We were divided into two groups. Our two guards spoke Polish as they took us into a yard behind a building. When they told us to climb onto a manure heap of a pig sty and

      stand with our faces to the wall, we understood what they were planning to do. We had survived all the infernos of the war but suddenly we were closer to death than ever before. I remember

      every detail of that moment on the manure heap in Bigonville. Every sound, the pigs running around, the grey wall in front of me, the smell around us, all of it comes back to me every year on

      Christmas Eve.




      Suddenly we heard an American voice: ‘What are you doing there?’ He told us to turn around and step down from the manure heap. We saw an officer with a gun in

      one hand and a grenade in the other. I was taken to a badly damaged house and ordered to climb into a cellar. There I found a woman and her baby. She had given birth during the shootings. The

      lieutenant had found her and had been looking for someone who could help him find some milk for the baby. We tried to find a solution together but communication was a struggle as my school

      English was not particularly good. However, I had noticed that he had hung his grenade on his belt again and his gun was now laying next to him. Suddenly I heard the sound

      of a cow. I grabbed a bucket and ran to find it. My guard followed me. Soon I found a stable with a beautiful black and white cow. It had not been harmed by the gunfire but it had stood in its

      stable for two days without being milked because of it. I had learnt how to milk a cow from our neighbours in my summer holidays so I began straight away.




      We boiled the milk in the cellar and I found an old, dirty milk bottle. The man who had been my enemy only this morning and I watched the ‘Festival of Milk’.

      Only the child did what children do when they are thirsty. She drank what we had provided.




      I never found out what became of the two of them. The town register did not record a baby born on the 23rd or 24th of December. Maybe the mother lost her life in the

      aftermath of the war, alone or along with her child. However, I did manage to find the cellar two years ago. The building had been modernised but it was still recognisable. Above it was a

      restaurant. We went in and ordered fish. I did not bother with the milkshake on the menu.22


    


  




  In Berlin, a meeting called at the Reich Chancellery, to prepare the way for the restoration of German administration of Belgium, was cancelled. As Patton broke through to relieve Bastogne,

  American forces in other sectors were pushing the Germans back over territory they had so recently occupied. Clear skies opened German supply lines to intensive air attack. Five thousand Allied

  bombers took to the air to set ablaze the roads from Bastogne and St Vith, all the way to the Siegfried Line. Rundstedt urged a withdrawal to strong defensive positions but Hitler, still seeing

  attack as the best defence, ordered a diversionary offensive in the north of Alsace. Operation North Wind would, he calculated, divert Patton from his Ardennes counter-attack, freeing Manteuffel to

  resume his advance towards Antwerp, the great prize that Hitler refused to accept was now beyond reach. North Wind began on New Year’s Day. It failed utterly.




  On January 3rd, the US First Army counter-attacked towards Houffalize nine miles from Bastogne on the German escape route to the east. Six days later, the US Third Army launched its own attack on Houffalize. After heavy bombers erased the town, Third Army bulldozers ‘swept the charred rubble of Houffalize into the gaping bomb craters’. War correspondent

  Michael Moynihan met the survivors:




  

    

      It was in the low-ceilinged dank crypt of the church that we found the 70 inhabitants of Houffalize who had lived through the deluge of bombs. For ten days it had been their

      home, their sanctuary. They covered every inch of floor space, young children, mothers, old men and women. As they told us of their experiences their voices warmed into animation, as might the

      voices of people waking slowly from a nightmare.




      For ten days they had lived on small supplies of potatoes and the flesh of cows killed in the bombing. Four old women had died from shock and privation. In other parts of

      the town nearly two hundred fellow-villagers had been killed. But Germans had died too. ‘If you had not bombed,’ said a young woman, ‘the Germans would still be here.’

      Many of the inhabitants had found refuge from the bombing in neighbouring villages. They will be returning to find nothing left of their town. Its 15 hotels, to which tourists flocked for

      winter sports and the summer beauty of the hills, are impossible to locate amongst the heaps of crumbled brick and stone. But the Germans have gone.23


    


  




  As German forces slowly gave way, there came news of a renewed Russian offensive across the Vistula. Veteran troops, including Dietrich’s Sixth Panzer Army, were sent east, leaving the

  remnants of Command West to make what best way they could back to their original start line. The Battle of the Bulge, as it was described by an Associated Press reporter and, more famously, by

  Churchill, was over.




  Six weeks of fighting brought heavy casualties to both sides. Of the Allies, the Americans suffered most with 9,000 killed and 70,000 wounded or captured. Nobody knows the true extent of the

  German losses but between 80,000 and 120,000 of the Wehrmacht’s finest were put out of action. More serious still, at a strategic level, was the destruction of military hardware, much

  of it blown to pieces, as armour and trucks queued nose to tail on icy and pitted escape roads.




  For the Luftwaffe there was no prospect of recovery. Against expectations, not least those of the attacking infantry and armour, the German air force gave strong support, mounting surprise

  attacks on Allied airfields in northern France, Holland and Belgium. The most successful attack was on the airfield at Eindhoven, just as the Typhoons of 438 and 439 Squadrons of the Royal Canadian

  Air Force were taxiing out for a bombing raid. The Germans came in skimming the ground with cannon and machine-guns blazing. Nearly all the Allied planes were destroyed or badly damaged.




  On January 1st, Major General Sir Francis de Guingand, Twenty-First Army Group Chief of Staff, was holding a morning conference at his headquarters in Brussels when he was rudely

  interrupted:




  

    

      I heard a certain amount of air activity around the building as I was talking, but this was nothing unusual. A few heads turned towards the window, but still no one really

      guessed what was happening. Then suddenly, as one aircraft flew roof-top high past the Headquarters, a shout went up, ‘Christ, it’s a 190!’ Bombs and cannon fire were to be

      heard, and the air was full of German aircraft circling round and round, and then diving down to shoot up the aircraft on the Brussels airfield. Later that day I went out to see the damage. It

      was very great – I should hate to have costed the value of the aircraft that had been written off that day. Both Montgomery’s Dakota and my own lost their lives! But although a

      great deal of damage had been sustained, we could afford it, whilst the enemy could not stand the cost of his audacious attack. His losses amounted to over two hundred aircraft, which meant a

      great enemy defeat.24
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