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ORIGINS OF THE CAMPAIGN

Long overshadowed by the legendary defense of Bastogne, the battles around St Vith in the northern sector of the Ardennes front were the most decisive to the outcome of the German offensive of December 1944. The prime objective of Hitler’s desperate gamble was to split the Allied front by assaulting across the Meuse River to the vital port city of Antwerp. The shortest route was in the northern sector, and Hitler assigned his favored Waffen-SS Panzer divisions to this mission. Spearheaded by Oberstgruppenführer “Sepp” Dietrich’s 6th Panzer Army, the northern thrust contained almost two-thirds of the German armored strength. The 7th Army opposite Bastogne was assigned the dregs of the German infantry with practically no armored support. The failure of 6th Panzer Army in the opening ten days of the offensive doomed Hitler’s plans. With their best routes blocked, the momentum shifted to General Hasso von Manteuffel’s 5th Panzer Army in the center of the front, which attempted to redeem the offensive using a less direct approach further south near Bastogne. But by Christmas, the initiative had shifted to the American side and it was no longer a question of whether the German offensive would be defeated, but simply of when. This book focuses on the northern shoulder of the Battle of the Bulge in the vital first ten days of the campaign, concentrating on the attack by 6th Panzer Army and the American defense from St Vith to the Elsenborn Ridge.
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The 9th Infantry, 2nd Infantry Division pass though the Krinkelt woods on 13 December 1944 on their way to attack towards the Roer dams. A few days later, the 1/9th Infantry would return to the area, serving as a breakwater against the 12th SS-Panzer Division at the Lausdell crossroads outside Krinkelt. (NARA)

In the autumn of 1944, the campaign on the Western Front had degenerated into a miserable slogging match along the German frontier. After the destruction of the German army in France in the summer of 1944 and the race into the Low Countries in September, the logistical support for the Allied armies became exhausted. Until Field Marshal Bernard L. Montgomery’s 21st Army Group could clear the approaches to the port of Antwerp, the Allies nibbled away at German defenses. By early December Antwerp was finally operating, and the Allies began building up supplies for offensives in the new year.

Lieutenant General Bradley’s 12th Army Group stretched along the German Westwall fortifications from Aachen to the Saar. The key objective in this sector was to seize the Roer dams east of Aachen. Until they were captured, they would pose a threat to any Allied attempt to cross the Roer River, since the Germans could open the dams and flood the plains to the south. There were repeated attempts to reach the Roer in November, including armored attacks on the muddy plains east of Aachen and a bloody attempt to secure the approaches to the dams through the Hürtgen forest. By mid-December Lieutenant General Courtney Hodges’ First Army had succeeded in reaching the western banks of the Roer, but at an appalling cost in men and machines. The Ardennes was a “ghost front” for most of the autumn with little combat, while to the south, Lieutenant General George S. Patton’s Third Army pushed out of Lorraine towards the Saar.

For the German army, the prospects were forbidding. Although the Western Front had almost collapsed completely in September, the strained Allied logistics had provided just enough breathing space for the Germans to strengthen defenses along the Westwall. These defenses held through October and November, aided in no small measure by the wretched weather, which limited Allied mobility and restricted air operations. Yet no German commander, except Hitler, had much hope that these defenses would remain viable once the Allies resumed their offensives in earnest. In the east, the main front in Poland had been dormant since August as the Red Army reinvigorated its forces for the final push into Germany. Most of the activity in the autumn was on the peripheries, especially Hungary, but there was little doubt that the New Year would bring a dreaded Soviet offensive.


CHRONOLOGY

September 1944: Hitler first mentions plans for Ardennes offensive.

11 October: Jodl submits first draft of Ardennes plan, codenamed Wacht am Rhein, to Hitler.

22 October: Senior German commanders are briefed on the Ardennes plan.

Early November: First German units begin moving into the Eifel for the offensive.

Mid-November: US 99th Division arrives in Ardennes, takes over Monschau sector mid-November.

9–10 December: US Army G-2 intelligence sees no immediate threat of German offensive operations.

10 December: US Army begins another offensive against Roer dams with first objectives near Wahlerscheid.

11 December: US 106th Division arrives near St Vith and takes over Schnee Eifel defense from 2nd Infantry Division.

0400, 16 December: Infantry in 5th Panzer Army sector begins infiltration past Schnee Eifel.

0430, 16 December: Operation Herbstnebel (Autumn Mist) begins with opening barrages against forward US positions in Ardennes.

0700, 16 December: German preparatory artillery ends.

0700–0800: Infantry begins advancing.

Afternoon, 16 December: Major General Robertson begins moving 2nd Infantry units back towards Krinkelt to reinforce flank. 3rd Fallschirmjäger Division takes Lanzerath; Krewinkel–Losheim Gap open.

Afternoon–Evening, 16 December: Major General Middleton commits CCB/9th Armored Division to 106th Division; Lieutenant General Omar Bradley allots 7th Armored Division to VIII Corps; Eisenhower agrees to shift XVIII Airborne Corps to Ardennes.

Evening, 16 December: After 277th Volksgrenadier Division fails to penetrate Krinkelt woods, Gruppenführer Hermann Preiss orders 12th SS-Panzer Division Hitlerjugend to commit armor to make breakthrough.

0330, 17 December: Kampfgruppe (KG) Peiper begins drive at Buchholz.

0900, 17 December: 106th Division encircled as 18th Volksgrenadier Division reaches Schönberg.

1500, 17 December: 12th Volksgrenadier Division finally takes Losheimergraben.

1500, 17 December: Massacre of US POWs by KG Peiper at Baugnez crossroads.

1800, 17 December: KG Peiper halts on approaches to Stavelot.

2400, 17 December: 12th Volksgrenadier Division takes Mürringen.

0700, 18 December: KG Peiper begins attack on Stavelot.

1000, 18 December: KG Peiper passes through Stavelot by this time.

1200, 18 December: Bridges blown at Trois Ponts, forcing KG Peiper to La Gleize.

Afternoon, 18 December: KG Peiper reaches La Gleize, probes sent west to find route to Werbomont.

Evening, 18 December: 12th SS-Panzer Division Hitlerjugend fails to take Krinkelt-Rocherath, Gruppenführer Preiss orders division to move west instead. Major General Robertson decides to pull back from Krinkelt-Rocherath to Elsenborn Ridge.

0230, 19 December: First major attack by 12th SS-Panzer Division Hitlerjugend against 1st Infantry Division at Dom Bütgenbach crossroads.

19 December: Eisenhower meets with senior US commanders to plan further responses to German attack.

1200, 19 December: US troops retake control of Stavelot, cutting off KG Peiper.

Afternoon, 19 December: CCB/7th Armored Division begins deploying near St Vith.

21 December: 12th SS-Panzer Division Hitlerjugend abandons attacks on Dom Bütgenbach.

0800, 22 December: Obersturmbannführer Skorzeny’s Panzer Brigade 150 launches attack on Malmedy but fails.

22 December: Montgomery takes command of US units in northern shoulder of the Ardennes.

0600, 23 December: US forces begin withdrawal from St Vith salient.

0200, 24 December: KG Peiper begins escape from La Gleize.


OPPOSING PLANS

GERMAN PLANS

The idea for the Ardennes offensive came to Hitler in mid-September 1944 during his recuperation from the 20 July 1944 bomb plot. Albert Jodl, the chief of the Wehrmacht operations staff, made a casual mention that the Ardennes was the most weakly held sector of the Allied front. Hitler immediately connected this remark with the bold Panzer drive across the Meuse in 1940 that had led to the stunning victory over France. Given Germany’s desperate circumstances Hitler convinced himself that a success in the west could change the course of the war. In his fevered mind, the alliance between Britain and the United States was fragile, and if their forces could be separated by an assault to the sea, the Allied front would collapse. Hitler dreamed that a third to a half of the Allied divisions on the western front could be destroyed. A similar offensive in other theaters held out no opportunity. Jodl was assigned the task of elaborating Hitler’s plans and he submitted the first draft on 11 October 1944.

The Ardennes offensive was shaped by earlier German counter-offensives. Two previous Panzer operations against the advancing US Army – near Mortain in early August and in Lorraine in September – had failed. Although the attacking German forces had modest numerical superiority in both battles, this was not enough when faced by American artillery and air power. Hitler concluded that the Ardennes operation would require substantial superiority in men and materiel. Since only four American divisions were holding the Ardennes, Hitler calculated that a total of about 30 German divisions would be needed. Given the weakened state of the Wehrmacht after the summer disasters, such a force could not be assembled until late November 1944, but the poor weather in the late autumn would hobble Allied air power. An essential element of the plan, first dubbed Wacht am Rhein (Watch on the Rhine), was total secrecy. Since the attempted military coup of July 1944, Hitler had a pathological distrust of the commanders of the regular army. Details of the plan were kept to an absolute minimum of planners, and the movement of troops and materiel to the German frontier in the late autumn was explained as an effort to prepare for Allied offensives over the Rhine that were expected in the New Year.
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A 9th Infantry squad huddles in a snowy ditch during the fighting on the approaches to “Heartbreak Crossroads” near Wahlerscheid on 13 December 1944. (NARA)
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The offensive was aimed at the Ardennes sector most weakly held by the US Army from Monschau in the north to Echternach in the south, a distance of about 60km. The neighboring German sector in the Eifel was heavily wooded, shielding fresh German units from aerial observation. The offensive would be conducted by three armies: two Panzer armies in the north and center and a relatively weak infantry army on the southern flank to block counterattacks against this shoulder. Hitler would have preferred to use only his trusted Waffen-SS Panzer divisions, but there were not enough. So he settled on an attack by the 6th (SS) Panzer Army in the vital northern sector with a parallel assault by the 5th Panzer Army in the center. The 6th Panzer Army sector from Monschau to St Vith was the most important, since success here would secure the shortest route over the Meuse through Liège to Antwerp. German planners believed that the main logistics network for the First US Army was in this area and its capture would assist the German attack by providing supplies as well as weakening the American response. The weakest of the attacking German armies, the 7th Army, would strike towards Bastogne. Unlike the two Panzer forces to the north, the 7th Army had virtually no armored support. Bastogne had little role in the original Ardennes plan since it was quite distant from any strategic objectives. The Waffen-SS Panzer commanders were fairly confident they could reach the Meuse river in a day or two, and the plan considered that it might be possible to reach Antwerp by the seventh day of the offensive.
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The farm roads leading out of the Eifel in the northern sector were churned up by the advancing columns of Panzers and quickly became channels of mud, trapping this captured jeep being used by an officer of 1st SS-Panzer Corps. (MHI)

In the 6th Panzer Army sector, Hitler wanted two special operations to seize vital bridges over the Meuse before they could be destroyed by retreating American forces. Operation Grief, led by Hitler’s favorite adventurer, Obersturmbannführer Otto Skorzeny, would consist of a special brigade of English-speaking German troops disguised as Americans which would surreptitiously make its way through the American lines to capture vital objectives ahead of the main Panzer force. Operation Stösser was a paratroop drop to seize vital objectives deep behind the American lines while paralyzing any attempts to reinforce the northern sector.

The plan for the 6th Panzer Army was based around the use of two SS Panzer corps. After the lead infantry divisions had penetrated the American defenses, the first of these corps would secure bridgeheads over the Meuse after which the second Panzer corps would be committed to exploit towards Antwerp. Hitler allotted priority in assault guns and tank destroyer units to this sector, since the American response would be to divert forces from the Aachen area and move them south against the 6th Panzer Army’s right flank. He directed that this sector receive the best infantry formations including two Fallschirmjäger (paratrooper) divisions and the 12th Volksgrenadier Division, which had distinguished itself in the recent Aachen fighting. Hitler stressed that the lead Panzer corps was to avoid becoming entangled in fighting along its right flank with counterattacking American units, a mission that should be left to a blocking force of infantry and separate tank destroyer units.
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Nicknamed “Obersepp” by his troops, Oberstgruppenführer Josef “Sepp” Dietrich was the commander of the 6th Panzer Army. (NARA)

The senior commanders were brought in for their first briefing on Wacht
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