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			The Western Front

			November 1944

			It had been a glorious if bloody summer. After the successful landings in Normandy on June 6, 1944, and bitter fighting through July, the Allies had broken out of Normandy, then liberated Paris on August 25. They had also landed in southern France that August and pushed up the Rhône Valley toward the Third Reich. By the early fall, it was widely believed that the war in Europe would be over by Christmas.

			Then the weather changed. Cold rain dampened spirits. Mud clogged tank tracks. The Germans regrouped and put up a spirited defense, notably at Aachen, the first German city the Allies tried to liberate. Supply lines were overstretched, gasoline shortages became acute, and there was a woeful, deeply concerning lack of fresh troops.

			As winter set in, along a broad front stretching from Holland to Italy, the Allies stalled. The failure to cross the Rhine in Holland that September was both demoralizing and costly, because it had stripped valuable resources from General George Patton’s Third Army and others.

			The mood darkened. Berlin would not be taken by Christmas. Meanwhile, Adolf Hitler was hatching a daring plan for a massive counterattack, hoping to catch the Allies off guard, inflict a humiliating defeat, and change the entire outcome of the war.
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				Watch on the Rhine

			
			
				If we take the generally accepted definition of bravery as a quality which knows not fear, I have never seen a brave man. All men are frightened. The courageous man is the man who forces himself, in spite of his fear, to carry on. Discipline, pride, self-respect, self-confidence, and the love of glory are attributes which will make a man courageous even when he is afraid.[1]

				—General George S. Patton
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				Stuck in the Mud

			
			Metz, France

			November 25, 1944

			The weather was atrocious. Valleys were flooded and roads were coated in cloying mud. Every day it rained. But he knew his troops had to keep advancing, whatever the conditions. Berlin was still a long way away. The poor, sodden bastards under his command had to push on as winter closed in and the days grew shorter.

			Dead Germans lay piled neatly along the rain-lashed road as a mud-splattered dark green jeep drove past. A white-haired man in the jeep, face reddened from cold and wind, had an ivory-handled pistol strapped to his waist. Three stars were emblazoned on the side of the vehicle and on his polished helmet. Just a couple of weeks ago, on Armistice Day, November 11, he had marked his fifty-ninth birthday. He was the most controversial American general of World War II, George S. Patton, known to some of his more than two hundred fifty thousand men in the Third Army as “Old Blood and Guts.”

			A quarter of a century before, he’d spent his thirty-third birthday in France, at the very end of the war to end all wars, as the Great War had been described. He had earned the Distinguished Service Cross and a Purple Heart while leading the US 1st Provisional Tank Brigade as a lieutenant colonel. “Peace looks possible,” he had written to his wife, Beatrice, toward the end of hostilities, “but I rather hope not for I would like to have a few more fights. They are awfully thrilling like steeple chasing only more so.”[1]

			Patton had courted Beatrice throughout his time at the US Military Academy at West Point, New York, where he’d had to repeat a year after failing in mathematics. Their marriage in 1910 had drawn high society from across her native Massachusetts and beyond.[2] She would remain utterly devoted to her husband, despite rumors of him having an affair with the daughter of Beatrice’s half sister, let alone the considerable challenges of being married to such a mercurial, hard-driving man.

			Now George S. Patton—born into privilege and wealth, a superb fencer, the designer of his very own saber, a 1912 Olympic athlete, and a believer in reincarnation—was a three-star general with an entire army and several hundred tanks at his disposal. And he was in a grim mood indeed, that November 25, 1944, as he was driven in his jeep past dead Germans toward the city of Metz. He wanted his troops to see him. He “got out where it is unhealthy oftener than any other general,” as he put it, but not too frequently lest he became a nuisance.[3]

			Patton knew it was important to be seen heading toward the sound of the guns.[4] George S. Patton had never been considered a shirker from any danger. Ever since he’d first seen action, chasing after the revolutionary Pancho Villa in Mexico in 1916, he’d always been up for the fight.

			The current Lorraine campaign had been his least successful, bringing heartache and frustration. The Germans themselves would later criticize his tactics, arguing that attacking forts in Lorraine and the city of Metz had been too costly. He should have bypassed them and headed straight for Luxembourg. He was, after all, a master of mobile armored warfare. But the terrain and weather had not permitted it.

			Above all, Patton cursed the weather. It explained all of his problems. He was convinced of it. That was why he was “stuck in the mud.”[5]

			If it only won’t rain we will go places.

			That was what he’d written to his dear wife, Beatrice.

			If it only won’t rain we will go places.[6]

			Allied Supreme Commander Dwight Eisenhower had expected Patton to “carry the ball all the way” and push through Lorraine to Germany. Patton had hoped to declare victory by his birthday, but that had not happened. There had been a desultory party and his staff had presented him with “field expedient” Armored Diesels, cocktails usually containing bourbon or rye but now spiked with any liquor that could be found. And still the rain poured down.

			Trench foot was rampant. In one division, Patton recalled, there were an extraordinary three thousand cases. It could hardly be avoided when men had to wade across flooded fields up to their waists in muddy water. It didn’t matter how much a soldier dubbed his boots or how many pairs of dry socks he hoarded; everything that dismal November got wet.

			Lieutenant Colonel Albin F. Irzyk, one of Patton’s most able tank officers, recalled how Patton’s 4th Armored Division, to which Irzyk belonged, had finally gotten bogged down after thundering across France. “We had traveled 328 miles…in twelve days…. We were sixty miles from the German border and another eighty miles to the Rhine River…. We’d already gone 328 in twelve days.”

			According to Irzyk, Patton had declared: “We’ll be at the Rhine in ten days.”

			Twenty-seven-year-old Irzyk, commander of the 8th Tank Battalion, was a slim and handsome graduate of the University of Massachusetts and the proud son of Polish immigrants. He had had no reason to disbelieve Patton, given the 4th Armored’s rapid progress. But then Irzyk recalled, “Patton ran out of gasoline.” Or rather it had been taken from him, Patton believed. Eisenhower, Irzyk claimed, had given the British “priority supplies,” which were used for Operation Market Garden, an attempt to cross the Rhine in Holland in September, which had ended in disaster. In any case, that fall of 1944, the Third Army had stalled. “Patton, the great offensive weapon,” remembered Irzyk, “sat for five weeks as it rained and rained and rained.”[7]

			Patton’s men had slogged on. His tanks had crawled forward, tracks caked in mud. The air support had done its best. But the Germans had fought hard in retreat, even though “motley and badly equipped”; they had been helped above all by the appalling weather: the heavy fogs, the flooding downpours, the thick blankets of gray cloud cover.[8]

			Patton’s commanders were now tired, nervy, pushed to the breaking point. Some were doing nothing but fighting the weather. It was one thing to storm across the flat, lush farmland between Brittany and Paris, but quite another to fight through the forests and rugged, hilly countryside of Lorraine and then conduct siege warfare as worn-out units seized the series of thirty-five forts that protected Metz.

			The rain kept falling. A few days earlier, sodden soldiers from Patton’s Third Army had finally managed to capture some four thousand enemy soldiers, the last holdouts in the city of Metz itself. It was a bitter victory. The defenders had fought tenaciously from underground chambers and tunnels, and the combat had been up close and costly.

			Now a dejected Patton arrived in a hospital near the shattered city. Inside the hospital, Patton went over to a soldier, one of the hundreds from his Third Army who had been wounded each day that dark November in the depressing and gruesome fighting, described by Omar Bradley, Patton’s immediate superior, as “a ghastly war of attrition.”[9]

			Had the soldier heard that Metz had finally been taken?

			The soldier said he had and smiled.

			Patton, white bushy brows above piercing eyes, smiled back.

			“Tomorrow, son,” said Patton in his high-pitched voice, “the headlines will read, ‘Patton Took Metz,’ which you know is a goddam lie. You and your buddies are the ones who actually took Metz.”[10]

			Patton left the hospital and then went to question a captured SS major general, 39-year-old Anton Dunckern, a dedicated Nazi who’d taken part in the infamous Beer Hall Putsch of 1923 in Munich. Captured by Patton’s troops on November 19, he was the highest-ranking member of the SS to have been seized in Patton’s area of command since November 1942, two long years earlier, when Patton’s war had begun in North Africa.[11]

			Sentries stood watch over Dunckern.

			An interpreter was close by.

			“You can tell this man,” the thin-lipped Patton told the interpreter, “that naturally in my position I cannot demean myself to question him, but I can say this, that I have captured a great many German generals, and this is the first one who has been wholly untrue to everything; because he has not only been a Nazi but he is untrue to the Nazis by surrendering.”[12]

			Patton had enormous contempt for members of the SS. He’d fought the Germans in the First World War, in the deserts of North Africa, the mountains of Sicily, and all across France in the Second. They were often a formidable enemy. They’d killed nearly ten thousand of his men in the Third Army since August. He’d kept a careful count. But Hitler’s most fanatical supporters, the SS, notorious for killing civilians and unarmed prisoners and committing other atrocities, were “special sons-of-bitches,” as Patton called them.[13]

			“If he wants to say anything, he can,” said Patton, “and I will say that unless he talks pretty well, I will turn him over to the French. They know how to make people talk.”

			Dunckern most likely did not want to be handed over to the French.

			“I received orders to go in the Metz sector,” the German said, “and defend a certain sector there, and the reason I did not perish was that I could not reach my weapons and fight back.”

			Patton was not buying that.

			“He is a liar!”

			“There was no possibility to continue fighting,” said Dunckern. “The door was opened and they put a gun on me.”

			Patton was disgusted.

			“If he wanted to be a good Nazi,” said Patton, “he could have died then and there. It would have been a pleasanter death than what he will get now.”

			“It was useless to do anything about it under the circumstances…. I consider myself a prisoner of war of the American forces, and I have not been captured by the French forces.”

			Patton pointed out that Dunckern had belonged to the Gestapo, Nazi Germany’s feared secret police, known for torture and murder.

			Dunckern protested that he had not done “anything against the rules of humanity or human treatment.”[14]

			Patton was done with him.

			“Have the guards take him outside and have his picture taken,” ordered Patton, “and then we’ll see what we will do with him. Also tell him that those bayonets on the guards’ guns are very sharp.”

			Patton later described Dunckern, a “Gestapo General,” as “the most vicious looking human being I have ever seen, and who, after I got through talking to him, was unquestionably one of the most scared. He is the first man I have ever brow-beaten, and I must admit I took real pleasure in doing it.”[15]

			Soon after, Patton finally stood before the troops who had suffered most to take the city. They belonged to the 5th Division.

			“I am very proud of you,” declared Patton. “Your country is proud of you. You are magnificent fighting men. Your deeds in the battle of Metz will fill the pages of history for a thousand years.”[16]

			

			
				—
			

			The lorraine campaign had unnerved Patton. The attrition that November left him wondering whether he had lost his touch. More than ever, he knew, he would have to “push people beyond endurance to bring this war to an end.”[17]

			Patton’s Third Army was thinly spread across a wide area. Many more divisions were needed to adequately man the front lines. His own force of three armored and six infantry divisions needed more than ten thousand replacements.

			Patton’s rifle companies were at two-thirds strength or less. “We are having one hell of a war,” he wrote to an old friend, Major General Alexander Surles, “and the lack of ammunition and replacements is getting more and more serious. I don’t know what the young manhood of America is doing, but they’re certainly not appearing over here.”[18]

			The Germans were far from a spent force. Patton wrote in his diary that it was “highly probable that the Germans [were] building up” east of American forces in the Ardennes, the mountainous, thickly forested area in Belgium through which Hitler had launched his Blitzkrieg in 1940.[19]

			Patton’s unease was based on intelligence reports provided by his staff, namely forty-seven-year-old Colonel Oscar W. Koch, who had served with Patton in the European Theater since the invasion of North Africa in 1942. He’d actually been Patton’s G-2, his primary intelligence officer, since Patton had commanded the 2nd Armored Division in 1940.

			Koch was indispensable after more than four years of close collaboration.[20] Rarely did Patton make a move without involving Koch and his crack team of intelligence gatherers. “In Patton’s commands,” Koch recalled, “intelligence was always viewed as big business and treated accordingly.”[21]

			The soft-spoken Koch had noted suspicious movement of German troops. What was more, along the Third Army’s front, there was a notable absence of German armored divisions. Koch knew that the Germans were stockpiling gasoline and ammunition. From air reconnaissance, he had learned that trains loaded with tanks were moving west.

			Why?

			Koch believed a “powerful striking force, with an estimated 500 tanks” could be deployed against US forces, and he duly informed Patton.[22]

			This troubling information did not interrupt Patton’s current plans for a decisive strike across the Rhine, which would begin on December 19, with the primary target being Frankfurt. In the coming offensive, he instructed his commanders, “there is no purpose in capturing these manure-filled, water-logged villages. The purpose of our operations is to kill or capture the German personnel and vehicles…so they cannot retreat and repeat their opposition.”[23]

			Patton still had a war he wanted to win, and he was eager to get his Third Army moving again after the depressing debacle in Lorraine, which had resulted in the Third Army’s greatest losses. In the last three months, his men had moved just fifty miles and incurred fifty thousand casualties—a third of the total the Third Army would suffer during the whole war.[24]
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				Dark December

			
			Nancy, France

			December 8, 1944

			Early that December, as Patton regrouped his Third Army, the weather worsened. “There is about four inches of liquid mud over everything,” he wrote to Beatrice, “and it rains all the time, not hard but steadily.”[1]

			It was high time, he decided, to muster some divine intervention.

			Around eleven o’clock on December 8, Patton picked up the telephone in his office in the Caserne Molifor, an old French Army barracks in the city of Nancy that was being used as Third Army headquarters.[2]

			Patton called the chief chaplain of the Third Army, James H. O’Neill.

			Fifty-two-year-old O’Neill hailed from Chicago. He had attended Loyola University in Chicago, gaining a master of arts degree before being ordained a Roman Catholic priest in 1915. He had then become a priest in the Diocese of Helena, Montana, where he had also worked as a college physics professor before entering the US Army Chaplain Corps in 1926. Before joining Patton’s staff earlier in 1944, he had served in positions around the United States, in the Philippines, and with the Sixth Army in the European Theater. He would end the war having served Patton in five campaigns.

			According to O’Neill, Patton had “all the traits of military leadership, fortified by genuine trust in God, intense love of country, and high faith in the American soldier. He had no use for half-measures. He was true to the principles of his religion, Episcopalian, and was regular in Church attendance and practices, unless duty made his presence Impossible.”

			When O’Neill was on the phone, Patton got straight to the point.

			“This is General Patton,” announced the Third Army commander. “Do you have a good prayer for weather? We must do something about those rains if we are to win the war.”[3]

			This was, of course, a highly unusual request, even from a character as unpredictable and quixotic as Patton.

			O’Neill told Patton he would look for a suitable prayer. He couldn’t find one, so he created his own, jotting it down on a card:

			
				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 oppression and wickedness of our enemies and establish Thy justice among men and nations.

			

			O’Neill added a Christmas prayer to the troops for good measure, hoping it would also find favor with Patton.

			
				To each officer and soldier in the Third United States Army, I Wish a Merry Christmas. I have full confidence in your courage, devotion to duty, and skill in battle. We march in our might to complete victory. May God’s blessings rest upon each of you on this Christmas Day. G.S. Patton, Jr, Lieutenant General, Commanding, Third United States Army.

			

			O’Neill pulled on his overcoat, walked across the barracks, and then stood before Patton.

			O’Neill held out a card.

			Patton took the card and examined it.

			Patton was pleased.

			“Have 250,000 copies printed,” he said, “and see to it that every man in the Third Army gets one.”

			O’Neill was surprised by the number: “This was certainly doing something about the weather in a big way.”

			“Very well, sir!” replied O’Neill, who then showed Patton the Christmas prayer he had also created.

			“Very good,” said a smiling Patton.

			“If the General would sign the card, it would add a personal touch that I am sure the men would like.”

			Patton signed it.

			“Chaplain, sit down for a moment; I want to talk to you about this business of prayer.”

			O’Neill did as he had been ordered.

			Patton “rubbed his face in his hands” and then went over to a window, where he stood with his back to O’Neill, looking out at the dreary weather.

			O’Neill recalled: “As usual, [Patton] was dressed stunningly, and his six-foot-two powerfully built physique made an unforgettable silhouette against the great window.”

			O’Neill had grown to admire Patton.

			The general cared that his men got hot meals whenever possible, that they had dry socks.

			O’Neill had once seen Patton looking after a wounded man, injecting him with morphine, remaining with him until an ambulance arrived.

			“Chaplain, how much praying is being done in the Third Army?” asked Patton.

			“Does the General mean by chaplains, or by the men?”

			“By everybody.”

			“I am afraid to admit it, but I do not believe that much praying is going on. When there is fighting, everyone prays, but now with this constant rain—when things are quiet, dangerously quiet, men just sit and wait for things to happen.”

			O’Neill said it was difficult to find places to congregate for prayer.

			“Both chaplains and men,” he added, “are removed from a special building with a steeple. Prayer to most of them is a formal, ritualized affair, involving special posture and a liturgical setting. I do not believe that much praying is being done.”

			Patton returned to his desk and sat down.

			“Chaplain,” said Patton, “I am a strong believer in Prayer. There are three ways that men get what they want—by planning, by working, and by praying. Any great military operation takes careful planning, or thinking. Then you must have well-trained troops to carry it out: that’s working. But between the plan and the operation there is always an unknown. That unknown spells defeat or victory, success or failure.”

			Patton added: “Up to now, in the Third Army, God has been very good to us. We have never retreated; we have suffered no defeats…. This is because a lot of people back home are praying for us. We were lucky in Africa, in Sicily, and in Italy. Simply because people prayed. But we have to pray for ourselves, too.”

			Patton continued: “A good soldier is not made merely by making him think and work. There is something in every soldier that goes deeper than thinking or working—it’s his ‘guts.’ It is something that he has built in there: it is a world of truth and power that is higher than himself.”

			Patton concluded the meeting by telling O’Neill that soldiers should pray wherever they found themselves; if they didn’t, they’d sooner or later go to pieces—“crack up.”

			O’Neill returned to his quarters and issued a directive, in Patton’s name, that would be distributed to the Third Army’s 486 chaplains, representing thirty-two denominations, and senior officers in more than twenty divisions:

			“Pray when driving. Pray when fighting. Pray alone. Pray with others. Pray by night and pray by day. Pray for the cessation of immoderate rains, for good weather for Battle. Pray for the defeat of our wicked enemy whose banner is injustice and whose good is oppression. Pray for victory. Pray for our Army, and Pray for Peace.”[4]

			

			
				—
			

			The following day, December 9, Koch met with Patton and briefed him on the latest intelligence: Of the fifteen panzer divisions in the west, only five remained at the front.

			What were the Germans up to?

			There had also been a massive movement by rail of German forces to the north of the Third Army: more than two hundred trains rolling on one day alone.

			A new force, the Sixth Panzer Army, had also been formed.

			Some kind of offensive was clearly in the making.

			Patton continued with preparations for his attack due to begin on December 19. But he also told his staff to draw up plans in case the Germans launched a major strike to the north.

			“We’ll be in a position to meet whatever happens,” Patton wrote in his diary.

			Two days later, on December 11, Koch’s Third Army G-2 report stated: “The massive armored force the enemy has built up in reserve gives him the definite capability of launching a spoiling offensive to disrupt the Allied drive.”[5]

			Under cover of darkness that very day, two hundred thousand German troops began to gather in the Ardennes, known to GIs as a “sleepy corner”—a “Ghost Front.” The first of more than twenty-five hundred armored vehicles were driven to jump-off positions in the area where Hitler’s forces had stormed toward France in 1940.

			Hitler knew that American forces in the Ardennes were inexperienced and understrength, woefully unprepared for a major offensive, spread thin in difficult terrain. The 106th and 99th divisions were green, untested in combat, and two other divisions, the 4th and 28th, were licking their wounds after a terrible mauling that fall in the Huertgen Forest, around one hundred miles to the northeast.

			That same day, December 11, Hitler briefed his senior generals on his planned strike in the west, code-named Wacht am Rhein. He did so at the Adlerhorst, a series of bunkers based around a castle at Ziegenberg, around 125 miles from the border of Luxembourg. The day for his massive surprise offensive had already been decided: December 16, 1944.

			Hitler had arrived that morning accompanied by a large motorcade of black Mercedes. Security was tight. It had been at a similar meeting of his Wehrmacht senior generals on July 20, 1944, that Count von Stauffenberg had managed to plant a bomb that had badly injured Hitler. Indeed, he had been fortunate to survive the assassination attempt, and so the generals gathering at the Adlerhorst that day were searched, sworn to secrecy, and made to hand over their sidearms before being allowed into Hitler’s presence.

			It was 6 p.m. when Hitler finally limped onto a stage and took a seat at a table between Field Marshal Wilhelm Keitel and General Alfred Jodl, arguably his most trusted staff.

			Hitler was in a shocking state. He had a tremble in his left arm, an aftereffect of the July explosion. He was also abusing a wide array of drugs, all manner of pharmaceuticals. For those generals who had not seen the Führer in some time, his haggard appearance was unnerving.

			Field Marshal Hasso von Manteuffel, commander of the Fifth Panzer Army, remembered how the leader of the Third Reich was now but “a stooped figure with a pale and puffy face, hunched in his chair…his left arm subject to twitching which he did his best to conceal. A sick man…When he walked he dragged one leg behind him.”[6]

			Hitler gave a rambling lecture on the state of the war and its origins.

			“We must allow no moment to pass,” said Hitler, “without showing the enemy that, whatever he does, he can never reckon on [our] capitulation. Never! Never!”[7]

			Hitler then explained his plan of attack. At 5:30 a.m. on December 16, “Null Hour,” three armies would attack through the Ardennes, punch a hole in the Allied lines, and then storm toward Antwerp, sowing such terror and chaos that the Allies would consider a negotiated peace in the west. That would enable Hitler to then concentrate all his forces in the east to confront the Soviets. The Third Reich might yet survive.

			The commander of the Sixth Panzer Army, Sepp Dietrich, listened as Hitler outlined the offensive. It was an ambitious plan indeed, to be carried out, as Dietrich later complained when not in Hitler’s presence, at “the worst time of the year through the Ardennes when the snow is waist-deep and there isn’t room to deploy four tanks abreast, let alone armored divisions. When it doesn’t get light until eight and it’s dark again at four and with re-formed divisions made up chiefly of kids and sickly old men—and at Christmas.”[8]

			Manteuffel’s Fifth Panzer Army would seize vital road junctions in the towns of Bastogne and St. Vith and then protect Dietrich’s southern flank. The Seventh Army, commanded by Erich Brandenberger, would strike to the south to block an American counterattack.

			If all went according to plan, the Allies would be in utter disarray and Hitler’s armies would indeed reach Antwerp, cutting off the Canadians and British in the north from the Americans to the south.

			“This battle,” Hitler stressed, “is to decide whether we shall live or die. I want all my soldiers to fight hard and without pity. The battle must be fought with brutality and all resistance must be broken in a wave of terror. In this most serious hour for the Fatherland, I expect every one of my soldiers to be courageous and again courageous. The enemy must be beaten—now or never! Thus lives our Germany.”[9]

			That evening, Hitler’s generals gathered to celebrate Field Marshal Gerd von Rundstedt’s sixty-ninth birthday. The mood was far from joyous. No one dared discuss the imminent attack—even mentioning it had been forbidden on penalty of death.

			Hitler’s generals dutifully set off for their commands, resigned to carrying out their Führer’s orders as best as they could. Hopefully, the weather gods would cooperate. Several days of thick cloud cover and fog would be ideal. Then the Allied air forces would be grounded and Wacht am Rhein might stand a chance.

			Despite Hitler’s decrepit appearance, which was hardly inspiring, Manteuffel was confident of some kind of success. “Everything was right for the attack: the plans, ammunition, supplies, etc.,” he recalled. The surprise offensive would be “made on a wide front, with elements of all the panzer divisions in the assault wave. My theory was that if we knocked on ten doors, we would find several open.”[10]

			

			
				—
			

			That same day, December 11, Patton wrote in his diary: “I had the Army Chaplain direct all chaplains to pray for dry weather. I will publish this prayer with a Christmas greeting on the back of it to all members of my command.”[11]

			The following day, Patton ordered his chief of staff, Brigadier General Hobart Gay, and his operations officer, Colonel Halley G. Maddox, to devise a plan in case the Germans did indeed attack to the north of his Third Army.

			Final preparations were meanwhile being made for Wacht am Rhein. More than three million gallons of fuel had been assigned. But even that amount would not be nearly enough. Each German tank would be able to advance some eighty miles. Then the fuel supply would run dry. Tankers would have to scavenge if they wanted to roll farther, seizing what they could from abandoned American depots. Antwerp was considerably farther than eighty miles from the German jump-off line. If tanks were to reach the port, they would be running on fumes unless American supplies could indeed be found.

			It was remarkable that so many men and so much matériel could be gathered literally under the noses of the Americans without the senior Allied command being aware of the extent of the buildup. By day, roads in the German sector of the Ardennes were “lifeless and deserted,” recalled one German officer, “and it was not until nightfall that obscure, cautious and silent movement set in. Huge quantities of ammunition…camouflaged…were dumped everywhere. Guns were placed in the forests and long columns of vehicles on the edges.”[12]

			The Luftwaffe flew low over Allied lines to mask the noise of German armor. Troops used charcoal to avoid smoke from campfires being detected. They carried ammunition by hand. Artillery units were not allowed to fire practice rounds. Straw was strewn along roads to muffle the sound of tank tracks.

			Later that day, December 12, Patton paid a visit to the 4th Armored Division in Domnon-lès-Dieuze, “a tiny, wet, muddy and depressing French village about 40 miles northeast of Nancy,” recalled tanker Albin Irzyk. Patton “arrived at high speed in his jeep, with a wide, crooked grin and all his stars blazing. He was jolly, animated and interested in how we were doing.”[13]

			Patton jumped down from the jeep, then walked “along the entire length of the small town. He stopped at every vehicle, talked with every cluster of soldiers and had something to say to each—a question, a word of encouragement or appreciation, a compliment, a wisecrack, a good-natured dig. He was a master at this kind of rapprochement. His visits were brief, and he kept moving. But in 30 minutes or so, he had worked his magic—he had ‘touched’ virtually every man in that battalion.”[14]

			This was Patton at his best.[15] “We soon learned that the 8th Tank Battalion was the only battalion in the division that he visited,” remembered Irzyk. “Although the troops had no inkling of the momentous events that lay just ahead, Patton was apparently aware that an attack might be in the offing. After visiting the three other divisions of the XII Corps that day, he wrote in his diary that he had decided to put the 6th Armored Division and the 26th Infantry Division into the III Corps because ‘if the enemy attacks the VIII Corps of the First Army, as is probable, I can use the III Corps to help.’ ”[16]

			It was indeed a sensible precaution. On December 14, a Third Army G-2 Periodic Report was emphatic: “It is evident from the determined hoarding of Sixth Panzer Army units that the enemy is making every effort to employ this armor in a coordinated effort.”[17]

			That same day, the last of Patton’s prayer cards was distributed to the men of his Third Army. Father O’Neill later recalled how the “664th Engineer Topographical Company, at the order of Colonel David H. Tulley, C.E., Assistant to the Third Army Engineer,” had toiled around the clock to print a quarter million copies, which had been delivered to Patton’s forces in just forty-eight hours.[18] The timing of their delivery could not have been better.

			The following day, December 15, the Germans began to observe radio silence, an ominous sign. Patton told his chief of staff “to start making plans for pulling the Third Army out of its eastward attack, change the direction ninety degrees, moving to Luxembourg and attacking north.”[19] Alone among senior Allied generals, Patton had prepared a response to what was about to be unleashed in just a few hours—the greatest surprise attack on US forces in Europe during the war.[20]

			

			
				—
			

			
			That evening, German officers addressed their frontline troops. They had been forbidden to brief their men until the eleventh hour. One officer in the 26th Volksgrenadier Division declared: “In twelve or fourteen days we will be in Antwerp—or we will have lost the war…. Whatever equipment you may be lacking, we will take from American prisoners.”[21]

			Many soldiers were exultant, even ecstatic, full of hope of saving the Fatherland. Others were not so ebullient. “The mood was really grim,” recalled twenty-year-old Lieutenant Wingolf Scherer, a company commander in the 277th Volksgrenadier Division. “We all knew that this was our last chance to put another twist in the tale of the war. But none of us knew if we would make it out alive.”[22]

			An SS soldier wrote to his sister: “I write during one of the great hours before an attack, full of unrest, full of expectation for what the next days will bring. Everyone who has been here the last two days and nights (especially nights), who has witnessed hour after hour the assembly of our crack divisions, who has heard the constant rattling of panzers, knows that something is up and are looking forward to a clear order to reduce the tension. We are still in the dark as to ‘where’ and ‘how’ but that cannot be helped!”

			The soldier added that “some believe in big wonders, but that may be shortsighted! It is enough to know we attack, and will throw the enemy from our homeland. That is a holy task! I do not want to talk or write much now—but wait and see what the hours ahead will bring!”[23]

			Others in the SS actually believed they were about to repeat the glorious Blitzkrieg of spring 1940, also launched through the Ardennes, and then storm into Paris in a few weeks’ time.

			How on earth would the Allies be able to stop them? Dietrich’s Sixth Panzer Army had more than five hundred tanks and more than a hundred thousand men, backed by at least a thousand artillery pieces.

			Yet, even among the SS, there were skeptics. One officer later remembered feeling that the war was pretty much lost but he and others would never think of “not doing their duty.” They had to try to defend their homeland.

			If Hitler’s last gamble did not fully succeed, reasoned another SS stalwart—a sergeant—then perhaps the offensive would end with him and others “gaining as much territory as possible to embarrass the Americans and demonstrate success to the German people.”[24]

			It was almost midnight.

			Wacht am Rhein would begin in just a few hours.

			Officers read out a final exhortation from Field Marshal Gerd von Rundstedt:

			“Soldiers of the Western Front! Your great hour has come. Large attacking armies have started against the Anglo-Americans. I do not have to tell you more than that. You feel it yourself. We gamble everything! You carry with you the holy obligation to give all to achieve superhuman objectives for our Fatherland and our Führer!”[25]

		

	
		
			
				CHAPTER 3
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				Blitzkrieg

			
			Allied Front Lines, the Ardennes

			December 16, 1944

			The uneasy silence was suddenly broken as tank engines began to cough and growl.

			“Null Hour” was nigh.

			The 1st SS Panzer Regiment was about to roll.

			“All batteries ready to fire!”

			Exhaust fumes billowed into the black night.

			“Good-bye, Lieutenant,” exclaimed one soldier, “see you in America!”

			“Fire!”[1]

			Miles away, an American soldier looked at the sky and spotted “countless pinpoints of light”—flashes from more than a thousand German artillery pieces that had opened fire.

			It was 5:20 a.m. on December 16, 1944, and thousands of shells thundered toward American positions in one of the heaviest barrages of the war. Mortars screamed and the ground shook underfoot. The flashes from shells exploding lit up the dark sky, which quickly turned red from fires that began to rage in farms and villages.[2]

			Along the “Ghost Front,” young Americans cowered, quivering with shock, hands over their ears in their foxholes, or taking refuge wherever they could. One soldier in the 99th Division “could clearly hear shell fragments falling like a hailstorm, slicing into hard, frozen ground” beside his foxhole. “Anyone outside of a log-covered, deep hole would be dead in seconds, bleeding from numerous body wounds.”[3]

			German officer Lieutenant Wingolf Scherer recalled: “The German artillery barrage was frightening and awe-inspiring at once. I just thought, maybe we can do this after all…. We knew nothing about the enemy we were up against and we were essentially attacking into the blue.”[4]

			5:30 a.m.

			Thousands of German soldiers moved through the mist like ghosts, many clad in heavy gray overcoats.

			Hitler’s last great gamble had begun.[5]

			Some Germans were singing and shouting. Some wore white camouflage, which flashed red as flares soared into the sky.

			Chaos and panic spread fast. GIs sheltering from the long, frigid night—sixteen hours of darkness enveloped the Ardennes at this time of the year—found their farmhouses direct targets, and they frantically pulled themselves out of their sleeping bags, snatched weapons, and ran outside and then for their lives.

			The clouds above were bathed in bright light from German searchlights, and below, because of the reflection, in some areas it was as bright as day.

			The Battle of the Bulge had indeed begun. It would become the greatest ever fought, in terms of the number of US troops involved, in US military history.

			Everything was at stake.

			Es geht um das Ganze.

			6:30 a.m.

			The German barrage finally ended. German troops, backed by tanks, stormed through American lines. “Time appeared to stand still,” remembered one officer in the inexperienced 99th Division, now confronting thousands of seasoned SS troops. “My mind seemed to reject the reality of what was happening, to say it was all make-believe.”

			It was all too real. The officer saw a young lieutenant perform “a rubber-legged jig as he twisted slowly, making the bullet hole between his eyes clearly visible. One moment our battalion chaplain and his assistant were kneeling beside their disabled vehicle. The next moment they were headless, decapitated by an exploding shell as if by the stroke of a guillotine.”[6]

			At Patton’s Third Army headquarters in Luxembourg, some thirty miles south from the German onslaught, professorial Colonel Oscar Koch began his daily intelligence briefing, unaware that the German attack had begun in full fury.

			Patton was seated as usual in the front row, amid his staff officers. Outside it was still dark. It would not get light until after 8 a.m.

			One of Koch’s staff, an intelligence officer, Captain John J. Helfers, addressed the assembled officers.

			Helfers believed a large number of German troops were on the move.

			Were the Germans moving toward the Third Army?

			“What do you make of it, Koch?” asked Patton.

			Koch reached for his notes, jotted on small index cards, and was about to speak when he was handed a message.

			The bespectacled Koch read the message and then announced that the Germans had “gone on radio silence.”[7]

			Patton looked at Koch.

			“Well,” asked Patton, “what do you make of that?”

			“I don’t know what it means when the Germans go on radio silence,” Koch replied. “But when we place one of our units in radio silence, it means they’re going to move. In this particular case, sir, I believe the Germans are launching an attack, probably at Luxembourg.”

			“If they attack us,” said Patton, “I’m ready for them. But I’m inclined to think the party will be up north. VIII Corps has been sitting still—a sure invitation to trouble.”[8]

			That same morning, at Patton’s headquarters, Colonel Paul Harkins received a call from Leven C. Allen, chief of staff for Omar Bradley, commander of the US Twelfth Army Group.

			The Third Army was to send the 10th Armored north to support the VIII Corps.

			When Patton was informed, he was furious. He did not want to lose the division. He was, after all, in the final stages of planning his upcoming December 19 attack.

			Patton called Bradley and protested at the loss of his division.

			Bradley—Eisenhower’s most trusted subordinate, a baseball star on the 1914 team at West Point—was having none of it. He said the 10th Armored needed to move as soon as possible. It was needed urgently to help push back a German strike.

			Patton argued further, but fifty-one-year-old Bradley then gave, he would later remember, “a direct, unequivocal order to get his 10th Armored moving.”

			Time was short.[9]

			

			
				—
			

			By 8:30 a.m., as it started to get light, Hitler’s three armies were back waging war, on the offensive once more. Manteuffel’s Fifth Panzer Army, attacking positions held by the US 28th and 106th Divisions, made rapid progress, maximizing the Germans’ greatest advantage: complete surprise. The Americans were massively outnumbered. More than a hundred thousand German troops, from seven divisions, had stormed into the 28th “Bloody Bucket” Division’s thinly manned lines, which stretched for some thirty miles.[10]

			One regiment from the 28th Division, the 110th, took the full brunt of the German attack. Corporal Bob Bradicich remembered the utter shock and confusion that morning: “This was not just a small German patrol and we were spread out too thin to stop a large German attack.”

			Bradicich wondered what his unit should do.

			An officer said the men should “try and get back” or surrender.

			Bradicich and others wanted to fight.

			“No” came the answer to the mention of surrender.[11]

			Other such groups of soldiers from the 28th Division stayed in the fight, even attacking the Germans as they tried to avoid capture, in some places making heroic last stands.

			The Sixth Panzer Army, spearheaded by the formidable Lieutenant Colonel Jochen Peiper, was heading toward the Losheim Gap in the direction of the Belgian city of Liège. There was unexpectedly fierce resistance from elements of the 99th Infantry Division, however, which prompted the Sixth Panzer Army’s commander, Sepp Dietrich, to commit more tanks earlier than had been planned.

			Meanwhile, the most senior Allied commanders went about their usual business, ignorant of the extent of the German attack. Allied Supreme Commander Dwight Eisenhower was that morning a guest at the wedding of his valet in Versailles. Omar Bradley was taking time out to order a custom shotgun. British general Sir Bernard Montgomery, commanding the Twenty-First Army Group, was playing golf and had made plans to return to England to celebrate Christmas, believing the Germans could no longer counterattack in force.

			That day’s intelligence summary for Montgomery’s Twenty-First Army Group stated: “The enemy is at present fighting a defensive campaign on all fronts; his situation is such that he cannot stage major offensive operations.”[12]

			But by lunchtime, the once sleepy “Ghost Front” in the Ardennes was hell on earth. “Fear reigned,” recalled one US soldier. “Once fear strikes, it spreads like an epidemic, faster than wildfire. Once the first man runs, others soon follow. Then, it’s all over; soon there are hordes of men running, all of them wild-eyed and riven by fear.”[13]

			Some outnumbered GIs, such as those in the “Bloody Bucket” Division, did manage to delay the German onslaught in a few places, but most did whatever it took to stay alive. “We were not really retreating,” remembered one platoon sergeant, “but simply doing our best to stay out of the enemy’s way until we could figure out what was happening and what we could do about it. Dodging and praying—fighting only when necessary—we looked for any friendly unit we could hook up with.”[14]

			Men did their best to avoid capture, hiding as the Germans stormed westward. One GI recalled German tanks rolling past him: “After a while, the squeaking of the tank tracks really got to me. I was so close that, had I had one, I could have touched the armored giants with a fishing rod as they passed.”

			The GI saw a man fire his rifle at a German tank. “The next tank in line fired

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			

			
				—
			

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			

			
				—
			

			
			
			
			
			
		

	OEBPS/images/001_PATTON_9780593183779_tx_r6_tif.jpg
BATTLE OF THE BULGE \\ol.lege “‘ ?;% <
2P |

DECEMBER 16-26, 1944 USV CORPS. \ e g
// < ) ~64 i OSchleiden /
( , nschav ,

Huy
O S
A\ \\/\»\ /U/SFIRSTARMY g5 \ S
\ ’

X

N\

Namur\O & B Andenne

s-Pont
A

S Werbomont ©- rOI;

Manhay , _ 7 Vielsulm _‘

Vi /
S USVIICORPS. //// I.ibrumoiﬁt\\.
1 4

Neufch’ﬁle&:o
N

—— US front, December 15, 1944

== = Front line at time of maximum German
penelrallon into the Ardennes, Detember 25, 1944

U(ounleranacks by US 4th, 11th, and 2nd Divisions
&= German attacks, December 16-25, 1944

Luxembour} :






OEBPS/images/003_PATTON_9780593183779_tx_r6_tif.jpg
—

O Utrecht
ARMY GROUP H.~

o.Arnhem

TO THE RHINE

5-

- ~
\f\ (.'\._‘

Waal >
Grave £ ¢

2 FIRSTARMY O

I+l -

-/‘

3

Y
e
A \

QGeldern :
ot . / -“

Eindhoven  SECOND ARMY
N

] | N

L4

*%

)
)
.

Roermo ndO /

‘ .‘\‘ /.
\
-US NINTH ARMY

e
—
|

C'\:: e

Maastricht O
:’
-

gon OAachen
O N‘_./ b

=

\\

Liege
O US FIRST ARMY,

Bastogne O §

A
(
\\ :
Avlon O?j —
E /
/

N

o/ O N

S

20 miles

* O
Duishurg

Diisseldorf
O

s FRSTPARA AR

© Dortmund

Essen e “‘(\T
The Ruhr

FIFTH PZ. ARMY

A

ARMY GROUP B
|

o)

— = Front line, Febrvary 7, 1945
muun Front line, March 7, 1945
s Allied attack






OEBPS/images/002_PATTON_9780593183779_tx_r5.jpg
o
=

RELIEF OF BASTOGNE BY
US 4TH ARMORED DIVISION

== 7 5 ( 7

.
\

S ! ey

=G|

=

>

m— CBASTOGNE = v
= ~ ~_Bré e

S,

== / £ £~
“oWarnach

__OHabay-la-Neuve

DN S






OEBPS/images/DuttonDLogoCR.jpg
i

DUTTON







OEBPS/images/page_3.jpg





OEBPS/images/9780593183793_title_page.jpg
PATTON'S
PRAYER

A True Story of Courage,
Faith, and Victory in
World War Il

*
ALEX KERSHAW

DUTTON






OEBPS/images/004_PATTON_9780593183779_tx_r5.jpg
DEFEATING GERMANY

Ky
.

o

¥ 448 Baltic
S 4 - — Y Sea
60 miles | j/(’ t-‘

'/‘
7 gt
ORostock

o

’/Gﬁ;n/in;eno
( ‘ Wittenberge
§ Q

i
1

v L S @)
& 90;

!, /k-<\ ean Y PotsdamO oLl

O Anl’st idam Frankfurt ¢
e 0\ Magdeburg

.

Kassell

. 1st ARMY

O Freiburg

O Innsbru

-=s
L
POROR\ TN 14

& Allied attacks, April-May 1945
&% Patton’s 3rd Army advance
Front line, May 7, 1945







OEBPS/images/Penguin_Logo.jpg







OEBPS/images/9780593183793_cover.jpg
NEW YORK TIMES BESTSELLING AUTHOR
OF AGAINST ALL ODDS

ALEX KERSHAM

PATTON'S

)

- PRAYER

‘

Y; H
| I T _ i 1
- ~‘ ’,“\2 > '; ‘ 3’
; %

' A TRUE STORY OF

COURAGE, FAITH, .
AND VICTORY |

IN WORLD WAR || '

by
/‘

1






