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“A clear, cold Christmas, lovely weather for killing Germans, which seems a bit queer, seeing whose birthday it is.”

—Lieutenant General George S. Patton

“There was no Christmas for me this year, it will have to be postponed for another year or two. I just couldn’t get that Christmas spirit, and who could when there is anything but peace and good will toward fellow men over here.”

—Staff Sergeant Bruce E. Egger

“General Eisenhower acknowledges that the great German offensive which started on December 16 is a greater one than his own…. How would you like to die for Christmas?”

—A German loudspeaker challenge across the line, overheard by troops of the 310th Infantry Regiment






Preface



Sir, This is Patton talking…You have just got to make up Your mind whose side You’re on. You must come to my assistance, so that I may dispatch the entire German Army as a birthday present to your Prince of Peace….

—from Lieutenant General George S. Patton’s pre-Christmas prayer, at the chapel of the Fondation Pescatore, Luxembourg, December 23, 1944




THOUSANDS UPON THOUSANDS OF LOFTY SNOW-LADEN spruce that from a distance suggested a vast expanse of Christmas trees stood in the dark, rugged forests of the Ardennes overlapping the frontiers of Belgium, Luxembourg, Germany, and France. Yet there was not much Christmas there late in December 1944. The Battle of the Bulge, the most intense fighting of World War II in the West since Normandy, and soon the costliest and the most futile, was at its peak.

The Christmas tree, the most recognizable image of what had become the major family-focused holiday in Europe and America, had its likely origins just south of the Ardennes. Napoleon’s armies had brought decorated Christmas trees from Alsatia into the duchies and principalities of Germany, where the peasant practice took further hold. German immigrants carried the traditional tree across the Atlantic to America, where the custom spread in the 1820s, even before Clement Clarke Moore’s ballad The Night Before Christmas established, or revived, other festive symbols. In the early 1840s, Queen Victoria’s young consort, Prince Albert, further popularized the Christmas tradition beyond Germany when he brought candlelit tabletop trees to England from Saxony, and London’s new illustrated magazines featured them.

A century later, the dark evergreen forests would be illuminated only by shot and shell. What there was of Christmas in the embattled countryside was remarkable for having survived at all.

In 1944, the lethal new war had reached its sixth Christmas for the Germans and the British, its fourth for the Americans. In an inhospitable terrain nearly dark in daylight, where dense, snow-covered evergreens recalled the season, there were few other vestiges of Christmas. Most troops hardly knew what calendar day they were trying to live through.

No single soldier can be said to have “saved” Christmas in the contested “Bulge” of the Ardennes. Many ordinary men did extraordinary things, and many extraordinary things happened to ordinary men. Still, one brash and theatrical general stood out, one who, as an invalided young officer at the close of the earlier world war, rushing from an army hospital to get back into the fighting before the Armistice occurred, had paused on the field to pen a poem about a dead colleague. He could always be expected to do the unexpected. As Christmas 1944 approached, at a medieval chapel near the battlefront, he knelt at the altar and asked God, as if the Almighty were merely a military colleague of superior rank, to grant a Christmas gift of proper killing weather. Although his form of worship seemed medieval, Lieutenant General George Smith Patton was an anachronism, and this was no ordinary Christmas.

My look at the Christmas war in 1944—what there was of it on both sides—is not a detailed military history of the Ardennes campaign. Tens of thousands of pages have been published about that, from close strategic analyses to vivid first-person accounts, and many more pages still remain to be drawn from attics and archives and memories. What follows is how it seemed then—a look at ten days on a frozen World War II battlefront through the lens of Christmas.

Stanley Weintraub

Beech Hill

Newark, Delaware
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No Peace




PARIS FOR CHRISTMAS! FOR MEN OF THE 101ST AIRBORNE Division barracked in Reims, in a camp once occupied by German infantry, the opportunity seemed alluring. Nothing appeared likely to spoil it. As Currahee, a postwar regimental publication, recalled, “Thru it all like a bright thread ran the anticipation of the Paris passes. Morning, noon and night, anywhere you happened to be you could hear it being discussed.” Dwight D. Eisenhower, his headquarters nearby, was more avid for evenings of bridge with high-brass cronies. That a German general far on the other side of the forested line also had bridge on his mind would have surprised the Supreme Commander.

Generalfeldmarschall Hasso von Manteuffel was rethinking Hitler’s risky strategy to surprise the Americans and retake the initiative long enough, at least, to forestall their expected victory in the West. “What we are planning here, General,” Mantueffel explained cautiously to Generalfeldmarschall Walther Model, borrowing a metaphor from bridge, “is a ‘grand slam’ in attempting to go all the way to Antwerp. I do not think we hold the cards. I would like to see the bid reduced to a ‘little slam.’ ” With an adversary less than alert at the holiday season, Manteuffel saw a promising, if not a decisive, hand to play.

Disguising himself as an infantry colonel, he had done some covert reconnoitering, asking returning patrols, “What are the habits of the Amis?” He learned that the forested Ardennes was considered “a quiet sector” by the other side, almost a rest area. Forward troops withdrew from their isolated outposts at night. Nothing much seemed to happen from darkness until dawn.

That would change in mid-December. For American soldiers, Christmas 1944 would prove the most bitter since Valley Forge. Christmas itself was almost obliterated. What happened was almost completely unanticipated. Breakthroughs into Germany and across the Rhine were in preparation, the Allies awaiting a turn in the weather. Army post-exchange officials, even more confident than frontline troops that the war with Germany would be over before the holiday season, had distributed a memorandum announcing prematurely that Christmas presents already in the European mail pipeline would be returned to the United States.

A year earlier, the Supreme Commander in the West, General Eisenhower, wagered General Bernard Law Montgomery, whose abrasive vanity he detested, £5 that Germany would surrender by Christmas 1944. Troops under Eisenhower had crossed from Sicily into the boot of Italy the month before, and Benito Mussolini’s faltering government had collapsed. Arrested on the orders of his puppet king, the Duce had to be rescued at Hitler’s instructions by an airborne commando squad led by Major Otto Skorzeny. It appeared that Germany, under enormous pressure from Russian counterattacks, and now facing a new front on the European continent in France, would gradually disintegrate.

Ike’s Christmas bet of October 11, 1943, looked like a sure thing after D-Day in June 1944, when Allied forces landed across the Channel in Normandy, again under Eisenhower and once more with a British army under Montgomery, soon to be elevated to field marshal. Six weeks later, a bomb plot against Hitler by dissident officers seeking a way out of the war that would preserve Germany failed. The alleged conspirators were executed wholesale. But the Führer had been impaired physically and psychologically. At fifty-five he was now a bent, somewhat deaf, yet intense old man with tremors and a lame arm he tried to conceal.

Allied and Soviet armies now pressed on toward the German heartland. On October 23, American chief of staff General George C. Marshall cabled Eisenhower urging that “an immediate supreme effort…may well result in the collapse of German resistance before the heavy winter weather limits large operations and facilitates [enemy] defensive strategy.” He offered “maximum support for this all-out effort,” which might “contribute to defeating Germany by 1 January 1945.” A copy went to British chief of staff Sir Alan Brooke, who noted in his diary his own hope that Germany might be finished off by the end of the year.

Closer to the action, the imminent implosion of the Reich was so taken for granted that Eisenhower’s commanders hesitated absorbing unnecessary casualties. Yet in the fog, rain and mud of late autumn their advance, bogged down besides by their gasoline and ammunition shortages, had slowed to a near stalemate. Channel ports could not cope with the massive appetites of armies in the field, especially for fuel. Enduring an icy Ardennes or Hürtgenwald winter now seemed hardship enough for troops without the added hazards of shot and shell. More men than any headquarters would acknowledge opted out of the war, often vanishing without leave into the ferment of Belgium and France. Commitment to a quick victory soon flagged.

The waning of Allied momentum proved more costly than anticipated. In the Hürtgen Forest, southeast of Aachen (a city that itself took weeks to seize despite the dogged defenders in some units being the scrap heap of the Wehrmacht), an American officer confided, “We are taking three trees a day, yet they cost us about 100 men apiece.” The Germans even booby-trapped the bodies of their own dead, making the instinctive hunt for service souvenirs alarmingly hazardous.

Eisenhower’s strategy of pressing the war on all fronts rather than holding a broad line and investing resources in a single powerful strike into Germany—Montgomery’s contrary obsession, provided he commanded the operation—had thinned the margins of military superiority. Exhausted divisions had little opportunity to rest and refit, except in supposedly quiet, road-poor, fog-blanketed areas—like the Ardennes and the forest of the Eifel. With their rehabilitation now a priority, General Marshall had slowed sending divisions to the Pacific for the invasion of Japan. The long process of drafting and training and transporting new recruits might take a year or more.

As crossing the Rhine now seemed to be a matter for a post-winter campaign, Winston Churchill deplored what he imagined as lost opportunities, privately blaming Eisenhower rather than the September failures of his favorite, Montgomery. To Jan Smuts in South Africa, the British prime minister cabled on December 3, 1944, “Eisenhower has of course sustained a strategic reverse…. Before the offensive was launched we placed on record our view that it was a mistake to attack against the whole front and that a far greater mass should have been gathered at the point of desired penetration. Montgomery’s comments and predictions beforehand have been borne out.” Although he would never criticize Monty, when Churchill edited the cable for publication in his memoirs in 1953, he quietly changed “Eisenhower has…” to “We have…” Nevertheless, the strategic reverse in the Ardennes would be compounded in spades two weeks after the cable to Smuts.

Despite the earlier optimism in Washington and London, Christmas would arrive before Germany collapsed. Yet the end, however delayed, still seemed clear from Hitler’s desperate resort to new improvised Volkssturm divisions—teenage troops and overage reserves from sixteen (often fourteen) to sixty. Allied forces, despite shortages of antifreeze and winterized boots, were now bestride the frontiers of Germany itself and had reoccupied much of Belgium and Luxembourg. But Eisenhower, also running short in reserves, had to curtail his progress. The pause bought the Germans time.

On December 19, Major Tom Bigland, a liaison officer deputed by Montgomery to the headquarters of Lieutenant General Courtney Hodges of the American First Army in Spa, found neither Hodges nor any of his staff. Bigland did not know that a panicky report received by Hodges at 4:00 p.m. the previous day had claimed that an entire German panzer division was heading toward them. “General,” Colonel William Sylvan, who had come in to warn Hodges, said in puzzlement, “some of our tanks are a mile down the road firing in this direction.”

Attuned, or so he thought, to sound identifications, Hodges looked up and said, “Bill, those aren’t our tanks; those are German tanks.” He went back to his papers, but then realized what he had said. Soon a Piper Cub was waiting at Maroon Airstrip to take him out of trouble. His staff fled the venerable Hôtel Britannique, in the historic Belgian resort town from which Kaiser Wilhelm in November 1918 had abdicated his throne and escaped to Holland. Hastily packing or burning files, they abandoned their offices and hurried by road through the early winter darkness to Chaudfontaine, the First Army rear command post near Liège.

According to Sylvan, “By one of the fortunes of war that cannot be explained, the [German] tanks turned southwest from La Gleize, and reports that they were a mile away from the outskirts of Spa proved untrue.” Still, there remained cause for alarm. “A buzz bomb going down the alley toward Liège…hit a truck of G-4 [Supply] killing all 14 occupants. What was left of the ½ ton truck was a small crumpled mass that was thrown in the river…. At midnight we pulled into the new CP…, the second floor of the Palace Hotel.”

According to the astonished Bigland, the next afternoon he “found no Army M.P.s in Spa and walked into the [Hodges] H.Q. to find literally not one single person there except a German [cleaning] woman. Breakfast was laid and the Christmas tree was decorated in the dining room, telephones were in all the offices, papers were all over the place—but there was no one there to tell visitors where they had gone to! Germans in the town said that they had gone suddenly and quickly down the road…. I found them again at their rear H.Q. and here they had even less control of the battle than the day before.”* As “LO” he reported his shocking findings to a displeased Montgomery.

Hearing that an SS Kampfgruppe was heading for Spa, the mayor, playing both sides, released twenty alleged German collaborators from jail, while other local officials prudently removed from the walls of the town hall portraits of Churchill and Roosevelt, and American, British, and Belgian flags. No enemy combatants ever came. Spa was bypassed.

In another Belgian town where Americans had billeted, and Major William Desobry, commander of the 20th Armored Infantry Battalion, encountered a thick morning fog, the expected Germans in halftracks with 88-mm guns had not yet appeared. “You could see,” he wrote, “an American unit had been there, abandoned all their stuff, their bedding, their bunks, and had written on the wall, ‘We shall return,’ like MacArthur.” Desobry would soon become a prisoner of war.

Less than a week earlier, a British liaison officer at Eisenhower’s domain in Versailles, Lieutenant Colonel David Niven, better known on the Hollywood screen, was at First Army headquarters to visit an old friend, Captain Bob Low. A former reporter for Time, Low had become an intelligence officer. He showed Niven the map room of the G-2 [Intelligence] section. “What happens here?” Niven asked.

“You mean here in Spa?” Low pointed out the window to the east. “You see the trees on the top of those hills? Well, on the other side of those hills, there is a forest, and in that forest they are now forming the Sixth Panzer Army and any day now the Sixth Panzer Army is going to come right through this room and out the other side, cross the Meuse, then swing right and go north to Antwerp.” Teeming Antwerp was now the crucial harbor servicing Eisenhower’s armies, and by Low’s educated guess, Hitler’s goal.

“Have you told anyone?” Niven, in what may have been a somewhat embellished recollection, laughed at the fantasy forecast.

“We’ve been telling them for days,” Low said. “Every day we have to give them three appreciations [estimates] of what we think may happen. That has been our number-one appreciation.”

The next day, Niven recalled, “I went down through the fog-shrouded Forest of Ardennes to Marche[-en-Famenne, southwest of Spa]. Within hours the last great German offensive of the war erupted.”

The Sixth Panzers foreseen by Low were a tough bunch with the best equipment available, commanded by SS General “Sepp” Dietrich, once a butcher, and a crony of the Führer since the failed Beer Hall Putsch of 1923. While some generals proclaimed confidence in what was described as a sacred mission, Dietrich no longer harbored illusions about their prospects, unlike passionate younger Nazis. Zealously, a junior officer in the 12th SS Panzer Division wrote home, “Some believe in living, but life is not everything! It is enough to know that we attack, and we will throw the enemy from our homeland. It is a holy task.”

Bob Low’s G-2 boss, Colonel Benjamin (“Monk”) Dickson, had also identified potential danger over the hills, although Hodges himself saw no opportunities for enemy armor in that roads-poor terrain. Dickson in any case was on Christmas leave in Paris, his very absence for the holidays suggesting the low level of anxiety in Spa.

Despite the evidence of Hodges’s abandoned Christmas tree, as early as the sixteenth, the likelihood of even vestiges of a traditional holiday up and down the line had begun to evaporate. Yet with no warning from his own intelligence sources to alter his plans, Montgomery had requested formal permission from Eisenhower the day before to return to England to spend the school Christmas holiday with his son, David, then sixteen. (His mother, Monty’s wife, Betty, had died in 1937.) With the message, Montgomery enclosed without comment Eisenhower’s signed memorandum dated from Italy, “Amount £5. Eisenhower bets war with Germany will end before Xmas 1944—local time.” Monty’s lack of confidence was not misplaced. He had contributed substantially to the delays from D-Day onward. From the beginning of November into mid-December his own forces had advanced just ten miles.

Agreeing that there was no military urgency to keep Montgomery from visiting his son, Eisenhower conceded, “I still have nine days, and while it seems almost certain that you will have an extra five pounds for Christmas, you will not get it until that day. At least you must admit we have gone a long ways toward the defeat of Germany since we made our bet….” Then he penned Christmas greetings to Field Marshal Alan Brooke, Admiral Andrew Cunningham, Winston Churchill’s military aide General “Pug” Ismay, and Churchill himself.

Secret “Ultra” decrypts from relevant German communications had been sparse and seemingly insignificant. Yet when “Ultra” revealed Luftwaffe aircraft reinforcements gathering near the Rhine, and Reichsbahn troop trains bringing newly organized divisions west, Allied intelligence saw nothing extraordinary. Eisenhower’s staff also knew of Hitler’s boasts to Baron Hiroshi Oshima, the Japanese ambassador, intercepted as usual from radiograms, of a counter-offensive to come, to obstruct the breaching of his last homeland defenses.

Eisenhower had last made a tour of the lines from November 8 through November 11. An army photo shows him at Major General Troy Middleton’s forward post at Wiltz in Luxembourg, southeast of Bastogne. With him are Middleton; Lieutenant General Omar Bradley, with a revolver slung under his left armpit; and Major General John Leonard of the 9th Armored Division. Eisenhower is perched on a battered desk, coffee in a chipped cup in one hand, in the other a cigarette from the three packs he smoked through every day.

His report to Marshall on the day before he returned to Versailles began, with exculpatory exasperation, “I am getting exceedingly tired of [the] weather.” He reported “floods in Patton’s area,” caused by heavy rains which deprived him of air support. “Then the floods came down the [Moselle] river, [a mile wide at one point], and not only washed out two fixed bridges, but destroyed his principal floating bridge and made others almost unusable.” Nevertheless, Ike assured Marshall, “We will get ahead all along his [Patton’s] front.” And Patton did advance, briefly, encircling Metz on November 18 and capturing it four days later, the first time that the fortress city had fallen to an enemy since AD 415. With a flair for self-promotion, Patton ensured that the soldier-correspondents of Yank and Stars and Stripes knew all the details of his Third Army successes.

Eisenhower also reported that he and Bradley had visited every division in Hodges’s First and Simpson’s Ninth Armies, finding GI morale (probably put on for his inspection) “surprisingly high” and troops “rather comfortable,” with “no signs of exhaustion.” In the hills, snow had already reached six inches, but lower down, the snow still “melted rather rapidly” (which also meant morasses of mud). It was then still early November, and Marshall’s own war experience in the region in 1918 must have caused him to wonder about what further progress could be expected when real winter came. The Germans were receiving weather data from remote outposts * on the North Atlantic and from briefly surfaced submarines, and were counting on continued forecasts of poor skies. “All of us keep hoping,” Eisenhower disclosed to Marshall, attempting to appear upbeat, “that some little spell will come along in which we can have a bit of relief from mud, rain and fog so that tanks and infantry can operate more easily on the offensive and so that we can use our great air asset. In spite of difficulties, no one is discouraged and we will yet make the German wish that he had gone completely back of the Rhine at the end of his great retreat across France.”

The strategic situation still did not seem particularly worrisome when Eisenhower cabled Marshall’s logistics chief in Washington, Lieutenant General Brehon Somervell, a month later that the Germans had launched “a rather ambitious counterattack east of the Luxembourg area where we have been holding rather thinly.” Such forested and riverine areas seemed unlikely to sustain serious troop movements or offer surfaces for armor, and Eisenhower had concentrated his forces, he explained to Somervell, at more “vital points.” Shrugging off the gross intelligence failures, he was “closing in on the new threats from each flank. If things go well we should not only stop the thrust but should be able to profit from it.”

Things did not go well. When the temperature was not cold enough for snow, the incessant rain and overcast skies prevented air support of operations. Hitler counted on it. His solution, planned once he had recovered enough from the July bomb, was to consult the ultimate authority in the Third Reich, his own intuition. It wasn’t always wrong.

Although the Allied advance in early autumn seemed unstoppable, Hitler hoped to put Germany in a position to broker a deal with Russia, or with the West, or both. From Baron Hiroshi Oshima, who had been a solicitous well-wisher during Hitler’s weeks of recovery from the attempt on his life, he had learned of Japan’s continued attempts to bribe Russia into keeping the peace in Asia. Hitler could no longer tempt Stalin into a deal in Europe to keep the West from dominating Germany to Soviet disadvantage; it seemed too late for that. Yet putting the Reich’s remaining resources into denying the Anglo-Americans victory might buy time to further develop “miracle” weapons. The first twenty-five supersonic, if erratic, V-2 rockets, launched into the stratosphere in early September, were a frightening beginning. There was no defense against them. Thousands more were being manufactured by brutal exploitation of slave labor. The new “schnorkel” submarines, capable of long undersea operations, were another weapon going into production. Allied attrition and defeat might also encourage Western anti-Communism, creating a desire for accommodation with Germany to keep the Soviets away. Hitler’s counter-offensive, however, had to succeed before the Russians penetrated Germany from Poland—which meant during the late-autumn and winter months of overcast and icy weather that could nullify Allied air supremacy while keeping Red Army air and armor at bay.

When still bedridden from his injuries in late September, Hitler had called in General Alfred Jodl to review with him maps of the Ardennes, the area lightly manned by the Americans even though the Germans had exploited its terrain in 1940 to blitz the French. Despite recent history, it did seem a natural barrier to armor. Thrusting through the forest of the Ardennes to reach the Meuse to the west to retake Antwerp, 125 miles to the north, would require hoarding scarce fuel for tracked vehicles that used it up at a ravenous half-gallon per mile. After the first few days, panzer divisions would have to seize enemy gasoline storage facilities. Success at both goals presumably would demoralize the West while bottling up resupply of its troops.

In mid-October, to defuse a coup in Budapest that could take Hungary out of the war, Hitler had ordered Major Otto Skorzeny—who had snatched Mussolini from Italian partisans—to kidnap the son of Hungarian dictator Admiral Nikolaus Horthy. When Skorzeny arrived at Hitler’s bunker in East Prussia, soon to be evacuated ahead of the Red Army, to report success, the Führer raised him to the SS equivalent of lieutenant colonel and said, “Don’t go, Skorzeny, I have perhaps the most important job in your life for you. So far very few people know of the preparations for a secret plan in which you have an important part to play. In December, Germany will start a great offensive, which may well decide her fate.” Skorzeny was to create disarray as the Ardennes breakout began by leading commandos disguised in American uniforms, fluent in American idiom, and using vehicles with American markings. To give the plan a cover of unreality his Panzer Brigade 150, authorized at 3,300 men, would be code-named Greif. (The fabled Griffin has the head and wings of an eagle and a lion’s body.)

When on October 26 Skorzeny received a copy of a printed notice being distributed across the Western Front, headed “Secret Commando Operations,” he was baffled. “The Führer,” it began, “has ordered the formation of a special unit of approximately two-battalion strength for use on the Western Front in special operations.” English-speaking men from all services were invited to volunteer for Dienstelle Skorzeny and report for training to an “American School” near the Rhine on November 10. Skorzeny urgently contacted Hitler’s headquarters to ask that the action be abandoned, as the open distribution of the notice gave his mission away to Allied intelligence. Hitler conceded that the mistake was unfortunate, but thought it might escape notice by the enemy. It did not—but Allied intelligence scorned it as disinformation. Skorzeny was too notorious.

Earlier in October, Jodl had presented Hitler with a draft of plans for a pre-Christmas offensive that he called, perhaps deliberately suggesting a different season, “Christrose.” It banked on the unforeseen, and on bad weather, for a breakthrough to Antwerp in seven days. The code name would be changed, and changed again. “Watch on the Rhine,” soon renamed “Autumn Mist,” was approved by Hitler on October 9. Details were confirmed for German commanders by Jodl on November 3. Half of the sixteen divisions would be armored. The footsoldiers would largely be cobbled-together replacements, many from now-surplus Kriegsmarine and Luftwaffe ranks, augmented by conscripts from factory jobs and regiments waiting out the winter in Italy. When ready, they would sweep through the thinnest Allied lines to create panic.

Although the Germans would muster initially about 200,000 troops and 800 tanks against an expected 80,000 Americans in the Ardennes with 600 tanks, no one in the Wehrmacht command thought the forces were adequate for extended winter warfare, nor that reaching distant Antwerp was realistic. The Amis could rush in reinforcements by the thousands. (Eventually 600,000 GIs would be involved.) The Germans would have no recourse to replacements other than units transferred from distant or noncombat assignments. Jodl reminded the generals nevertheless that timidity was not an option. Limited gains would not suffice “to make the western powers ready to negotiate.”

Hitler signed final orders on November 10. Delays in organizing troops and equipment moved the start to December 16. To keep tight control of operations, he left Berlin secretly on December 10 to establish headquarters in bunkers built for him at Ziegenberg, site of a medieval castle near Bad Nauheim. The next day, at what Hitler christened Adlerhorst (Eagle’s Nest), holding his unusable arm behind him, he spoke to a gathering of top officers about his intentions. “Wars are finally decided,” Hitler argued, “through the recognition by one side or the other that the war as such can no longer be won. To get the enemy to realize this is therefore the most important task.”

Unconditional surrender had been an Allied demand to offset Stalin’s paranoia about a deceitful separate peace. Hitler ruled surrender out. “Let no moment pass,” he insisted, “without making plain to the enemy that whatever he does he can never reckon with [our] capitulation, never, never.” Although Christmas was only two weeks away, he did not wish the high brass, in closing, a “fröliche Weihnachten.” He assumed there would be none.

*According to Colonel Charles C. Patterson in 1973, “All my officers and men had received their Christmas presents, which hadn’t been opened, so they were all loaded into the trailer that went [to Liège] with my van…. But I maintained an advance headquarters in Spa. That was the way I was in constant communication.” If so, he was well concealed from friend as well as foe. He also recalled a V-1 bomb interrupting Christmas dinner at “the Colonel’s mess” in Liège.

*Weather stations on the east coast of Greenland and the Norwegian island of Spitsbergen.
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Christmas Gifts




ON DECEMBER 15, FIRST ARMY INTELLIGENCE PICKED up a signal that the Reichswehr intended to recapture Aachen, on the border, as a Christmas present for the Führer. It suggested, if not strategic fakery, a very limited offensive to retrieve the only German city then lost to the Allies. Few in Eisenhower’s headquarters in Versailles took it seriously.

On December 16, the top brass in the American military worldwide, however distracted by immediate concerns, received its own early Christmas gifts. On the same day that Eisenhower sent holiday greetings to the likes of Winston Churchill, Hastings Ismay, and Alan Brooke, Congress passed, and the president signed, legislation advancing to five-star rank seven senior officers. Marshall had long deplored the bill as unnecessary, and some newspapers had speculated that the rank of field marshal, used elsewhere, would have created in his case the anomaly of Marshal Marshall. “I didn’t want any promotion at all,” he told historian and wartime sergeant Forrest Pogue in 1956. “I didn’t need it…. I didn’t want to be beholden to Congress for any rank or anything of that kind. I wanted to be able to go in there with my skirts clean and no personal ambition…, and I could get all I wanted with the rank I had. But that was twisted around and somebody said I didn’t like the term marshal because it was the same as my name. I know Mr. Churchill twitted me about this.”

Marshall also thought that the idea of parity of rank with other armies was useless. British field marshals were already senior to him by date of appointment, and the Soviets already used six stars for super-ranks. The navy had been pushing for five stars since November 1942, and under pressure from President Franklin D. Roosevelt and Secretary of War Henry Stimson, Marshall finally compromised on “General of the Army,” with the navy equivalent of “Fleet Admiral.” Advanced in order of seniority were William D. Leahy, George C. Marshall, Ernest J. King, Douglas MacArthur, Chester W. Nimitz, Dwight D. Eisenhower, and Henry H. (“Hap”) Arnold.

MacArthur’s date of rank would precede Ike’s by two days. Pleased with the stars and relieved that he would outrank Eisenhower, his one-time aide, if only fractionally, MacArthur rushed a saccharine radiogram to President Roosevelt, whom he despised: “My grateful thanks for the promotion you have just given me. My pleasure in receiving it is greatly enhanced because it was made by you.” Too impatient in Leyte to wait for official insignia, he had a circlet of five small stars crafted for him by a Filipino silversmith in Tacloban, using, he claimed, metal from American, Australian, Dutch, and Philippine coins to symbolize the national elements of his command. On the day after Christmas his handmade insignia was ready. Two of MacArthur’s generals, for the cameras, ceremoniously pinned the circlets on his lapels.

Marshall, by contrast, wrote a laconic two-sentence appreciation of the president’s “confidence” in him. Eisenhower only cabled Marshall asking him to thank the president “for the continued confidence in me and in this command.” He was occupied on the Saturday morning of the sixteenth by the wedding of his valet Sergeant Mickey McKeough to WAC corporal Pearlie Hargrave in the Louis XIV Chapel in Versailles, then in having the Supreme Headquarters staff toast his elevation to five stars with champagne. It seemed a good war.
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