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			The Battle of the Bulge

			Key information

			
					When: 16 December 1944 – 28 January 1945

					Where: The Ardennes (Belgium) and the Grand Duchy of Luxembourg

					Context: Second World War (1939-1945)

					Belligerent states: The Allies (United States and United Kingdom) and the Third Reich (Germany)

					Commanders and leaders:	Bernard Law Montgomery, British field marshal (1887-1976)

	George Smith Patton, American general (1885-1945)

	Hasso von Manteuffel, German general (1897-1978)

	Josef “Sepp” Dietrich, German general (1892-1966)




					Outcome: Allied victory

					Victims:	British troops: approximately 200 soldiers dead, 240 wounded and 970 prisoners of war or missing

	American troops: approximately 18 500 soldiers dead, 46 200 wounded and 10 900 prisoners of war or missing

	German troops: approximately 29 800 soldiers dead, 34 450 wounded and 22 500 prisoners of war or missing




			

			Introduction

			The Battle of the Bulge took place at the end of the Second World War. The attack was carried out on 16 December 1944 at 5:30am by the Germans, with the aim of blocking the advance of the Allies and recapturing the port of Antwerp. For some time, the state of the German army was worrisome. Following the Normandy landings (6 June 1944), soldiers were forced to abandon the fortifications that formed the Atlantic Wall and fall back to the Western Front, unable to strike back against the Allies. However, in September 1944, Adolf Hitler (1889-1945) saw the possibility of a counter-attack. Indeed, the Allied advance had slowed due to misunderstandings, difficulties in clearing the port of Antwerp and the bloody battles that took place in the forest of Hürtgen. Therefore, Hitler set up Operation Wacht am Rhein, in reference to the song Die Wacht am Rhein (The Watch/Guard on the Rhine) which had an important identity value for the Germans. He wished to resume the strategy used during the invasion of Belgium in May 1940 in order to swoop down on the Belgian Ardennes, which were less defended by the Allies. The objective of this operation was to send his soldiers to seize Antwerp, cut the Allies off from this refueling source and divide their armies. After two months of fighting, the German offensive ended in failure and the losses on both sides were extensive. The massive commitment of the troops, the fierceness of the fighting and the disastrous weather conditions made the Battle of the Bulge a major event of the Second World War.

		


		
			Political and social context

			From the Atlantic Wall to the Westwall

			For a few months, Germany experienced a strong setback. This can mainly be attributed to the Battle of El Alamein in Egypt (23 October-3 November 1942), after which German Marshal Erwin Rommel (1891-1944) was forced to leave Egypt and Africa, along with the Battle of Stalingrad (17 July 1942-2 February 1943) where the Germans once again suffered a heavy defeat. These consecutive failures drove down the morale of the German troops.

			
				
					Good to know 

					The Battle of El Alamein took place from 23 October – 3 November 1942. For some time, the Afrikakorps (German army situated on the continent) had been gaining ground in Africa. This did not go unnoticed by Winston Churchill (British Prime Minister, 1874-1965) who ordered Marshal Bernard Law Montgomery, whose army was already on the spot, to stop the German progression. This British army was composed of 200 000 soldiers, while German Marshal Erwin Rommel only had 104 000 men. The operation was a major victory for the Allies: it allowed them to reconquer North Africa and marked the beginning of the withdrawal of the German troops on all fronts.

					The Battle of Stalingrad was launched on 17 July 1942 and ended on 2 February 1943. German General Friedrich von Paulus (1890-1957) was put in charge of the attack by Adolf Hitler, and aimed to gain control of the city and thus control of the Soviet supply routes. To do this, he had control of an army of one million men. Despite these significant numbers, the German soldiers faced the violence of Russia’s resistance. While the lack of food and artillery put the German army in a bad state, Adolf Hitler ordered them to continue fighting. However, on 2 February, General Friedrich von Paulus surrendered after having lost many soldiers. In total, nearly one million men died on the battlefield, making it one of Adolf Hitler’s biggest military defeats. 

				

			

			Moreover, following the breakdown of the German-Soviet pact agreed in 1941, the USSR, Britain and the United States signed a treaty of alliance and decided to open a front in the west. With the Normandy landings, this task was completed. The Third Reich was caught between two firing lines:

			
					in the east, Nazi Germany faced the USSR;

					in the west, it underwent the attacks of the Allies.

			

			The date of the landings, 6 June 1944, was yet another heavy blow dealt to the Wehrmacht (the name given to the German army during the Nazi regime).

			Consequences of the Allied landings
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			The Normandy landing

			The Normandy Landings were planned for many months by U.S. General Dwight D. Eisenhower (1890-1969) in order to create a new front in the west and take control of a strategic location for the delivery of supplies. More than three million American, British and Canadian soldiers were requisitioned for the mission. At the head of this vast army was British Marshal Bernard Law Montgomery. On the night of 5-6 June 1944, thousands of paratroopers and ships stormed five beaches chosen for the occasion. In response, the Germans, who thought that the landing would be staged in a different place, showed themselves to be clueless. On 6 June, the Allied operation was announced a success. However, the toll was heavy: the Americans lost approximately 3 400 men, the British lost 3 000, the Canadians lost 335 and the Germans lost 6 500. 

			On 13 June 1944, the Allies filled the gaps that separated the different locations of the landings: the Atlantic Wall (fortification system designed by the Germans to prevent an Allied invasion through Britain) was pierced. After the meeting of the Allied forces in Normandy, the Wehrmacht could no longer contain the influx of soldiers arriving by the Channel. Harassed by Allied aircrafts, they had no choice but to retreat. 

			However, the Allied army also faced growing difficulties. Indeed, some Atlantic ports were inaccessible because they had been destroyed or were currently occupied by a German resistance pocket. Although this situation was not yet detrimental, as the Allies had control of a landing point in Normandy, the issue of port control was becoming increasingly crucial as the Allied armies advanced inland. This progression made supply lengthy and complicated. Therefore, the control of a port such as Antwerp became essential and, very soon, Bernard Law Montgomery was ordered to gain control of this strategic point.

			Nonetheless, although the German army was retreating, it did not do so without resistance. Indeed, it aimed to buy some time in order to restore the Westwall (also called the “Siegfried Line”) that would enable them to halt the Allied advance and ensure the safety of the German territory. This wall was made of natural obstacles and artificial fortifications and constituted a defensive line. Its starting point was located at the mouth of the Scheldt River, it passed through Antwerp by the Albert Canal, then a section of the Siegfried Line was located at the Belgian and Luxemburg borders, and finally it was extended through the Moselle and the Vosgas. In September 1944, after having pushed back the main body of the Wehrmacht, the Allies arrived in front of the Westwall. 

			
				
					Good to know

					The Siegfried Line was a defensive line constructed by the Germans between 1936 and 1940. It was composed of bunkers and tunnels, as well as concrete blocks on which obstacles and mines had been placed. It stretched along the western border of the German Empire and was broken by the Allies in 1945.

				

			

			On 1 September 1944, U.S. General Dwight D. Eisenhower took command of the armies. Under his leadership, the generals who played an important role during the Battle of the Bulge were the following:

			
					British Marshal Bernard Law Montgomery, at the head of the 21st army group, located in the north of Belgium, near the Antwerp region;

					U.S. General Omar Nelson Bradley (1893-1981), commander of the 12th U.S. army, located at the center of the Allied progression, in the Belgian Ardennes;

					U.S. General George Smith Patton (1885-1945), general of the 3rd U.S. army, located south of the Allied progression, at the height of Alsace and Lorraine. 

			

			Seizing the port of Antwerp

			The port of Antwerp was a strategic objective. Indeed, it was the second largest port in Europe. Its capture would allow the Allies to obtain the supplies needed for their progression towards Germany. The armies under the command of Marshal Bernard Law Montgomery were in charge of its liberation: this was achieved on 4 September 1944. However, although the port had been captured, the Scheldt estuary, which led to the North Sea, was still held by the Germans, making the port unusable. Thus, if they did not have control of the estuary, the Allies would not be able to solve the issue of refueling.

			Nonetheless, Bernard Law Montgomery did not foresee the consequences and decided to attack the region of Ruhr (Germany). With this in mind, he launched Operation Market Garden in mid-September to seize strategic bridges in the Netherlands, which were then under German control. This operation was not entirely successful: the marshal failed to capture all positions and lost many men.

			However, on 6 October, alerted by the precarious logistical position of the Allied armies due to their inability to operate the port of Antwerp, Bernard Law Montgomery ordered the Canadian troops to liberate the estuary. This operation cost the lives of many soldiers and it was not until 29 November that the Scheldt estuary was finally cleared. The time devoted to this mission would have unfortunate repercussions. Indeed, the Allies, venturing further and further from their supply points, had become vulnerable to a German attack. Furthermore, the lack of resources slowed their advance, allowing the Wehrmacht more time to recover from its recent losses. However, this mission rendered the port usable and offered a new supply point for the Allies. Adolf Hitler knew this and did not intend to give up such a strategic point so easily.

			The Battle of Hürtgen Forest

			Hürtgen Forest is located near the Belgian-German border, in the area of U.S. General Major Josef Lawton Collins (1896-1987). This general, under the command of General Omar Nelson Bradley, showed the same eagerness as Bernard Law Montgomery to attack the Westwall. To achieve this goal, he had his troops advance towards the forest. Faced with the Allies, the German soldiers, having been able to recover from the summer campaign, fiercely resisted for many months. Therefore, the battle that began on 19 September 1944 would not end until 10 February 1945. Yet, this location did not represent any strategic interest and the dense thickets formed a barrier that should have been bypassed. In addition, the price was heavy: the Americans lost about a quarter of their men involved. Moreover, while the Allies were fighting tooth and nail for an area of no strategic interest, in the background the Wehrmacht was preparing in order to organize a large-scale attack on the Ardennes.

		


		
			Commanders and leaders

			Bernard Law Montgomery, British Marshal

			Born in London in 1887, Bernard Law Montgomery was a British Marshal. He began his military career in 1907 when he entered the Royal Military Academy of Sandhurst (United Kingdom). From 1908 to 1913, he officiated in India. A year later, he participated in the First World War (1914-1918) and left with the rank of lieutenant-colonel.

			It was during the Second World War that he made history by defeating Erwin Rommel in the decisive Battle of El Alamein during the African campaign. Although this did not signal the end of the African campaign, it nevertheless represented a milestone on the African front. Indeed, from that point on, German troops would constantly be forced to retreat by the Allies. In 1944, Bernard Law Montgomery returned to London to organize the Normandy Landings that took place on 6 June 1944, which became a decisive battle in the liberation of Western Europe. As head of the 21st army division, he progressed to the port of Antwerp. He captured the bridges of Eindhoven, Nijmegen and Arnhem in the Netherlands, without liberating the estuary of Antwerp beforehand, although it was a strategic location for refueling.

			During the Battle of the Bulge, he made another mistake: although he advanced quickly on the northern flank of the German breakthrough, he did not attack and merely contained the Germans’ advance in this area. However, his advocates argue that this was a prudent and intelligent defense option, while his critics believe that he preferred to leave the attack to the Americans. This seems corroborated by the fact that he only switched to an offensive strategy once George Smith Patton had seized Bastogne.

			At the end of the war, he continued to perform his duties in the army and died in 1976 in Alton, in the United Kingdom.

			George Smith, American General

			Born on 11 November 1885, George Smith Patton was a military man. In 1904, he entered the Military Academy at West Point and graduated five years later. In 1917 he left for Europe, but he was not directly involved in the conflict. Indeed, when he arrived in Paris, he began to harbor a passion for the tanks and decided to train men in their handling. Therefore, it was not until 1918 that he left for the front with his tanks.

			During the Second World War, he participated in the campaigns in Africa, Sicily, Normandy and Lorraine. When the city of Bastogne was attacked in 1944, George Smith Patton, then general of the 3rd U.S. Army, quickly realized the urgency of the situation and, even before receiving the order, he organized the movement of his troops towards the city. Stationed on the southern flank of the Allied advance during the attack, he ordered a 90° turn of his troops and quickly advanced towards Bastogne. He played a key role in the liberation of the city and in the defeat of the German attack.

			George Smith Patton died in a car accident on 21 December 1945, in Heidelberg, Germany.

			Hasso von Manteuffel, German General

			Born on 14 January 1897, Hasso von Manteuffel was a German general of the Wehrmacht. In 1908, he entered military school and he joined

			
			
			Sepp Dietrich, German General
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