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INTRODUCTION

The Metz campaign by Patton’s Third US Army in the late autumn of 1944 is often forgotten or dismissed as a setback. Yet the task faced by his forces in Lorraine in October–December 1944 was amongst his most daunting. The Third US Army had shrunk to only two corps since its glory days in the race to Paris in August 1944, and Patton’s units were short of both supplies and fresh troops. Facing them was the most heavily fortified region along the western German frontier, starting with the sturdy 19th-century German forts along the Moselle, followed by a belt of Maginot Line forts, and finally the Westwall pillboxes from the 1930s. In the autumn of 1944, the Wehrmacht modernized and deepened these defensive belts as part of the West-Stellung program. Patton’s original attempts to breach the Moselle River on the run in September had mixed results. XII Corps had gained substantial bridgeheads in the areas east of Nancy, but in the XX Corps area Patton had only a small toehold near Metz. The river-crossing sites near Metz were well protected by the neighboring forts and smothered with artillery fire. XX Corps tried to capture Fort Driant in early October 1944, but the attacks failed in the face of fierce resistance. Hitler declared Metz to be a “Festung” (fortress) to be defended to the last bullet.

After a lull in the fighting through most of October dictated by logistics problems, Eisenhower authorized a new round of offensives in early November. Operation Madison aimed to reduce Festung Metz but, taking to heart the lessons of the failed Fort Driant attack, intended to infiltrate past the forts where possible and leave them to rot on the vine. The main impediment during the November offensive proved to be the weather. Unusually heavy rains flooded the Moselle Valley, making river-crossing operations especially difficult. In the XII Corps sector, the sodden, muddy conditions turned the battlefield into a quagmire that subverted Patton’s usual finesse with tank warfare. In the XX Corps sector, the raging river swept away many bridges, but in the end, the key forts around Thionville were overcome or avoided, and two divisions enveloped Metz. Once the outer crust of forts had been overcome, the city quickly fell on November 18.

In spite of the atrocious weather, Patton’s Third US Army managed to overwhelm German forces in Lorraine. By early December, footholds had been secured over the Saar River in the shadows of the Westwall. The ultimate prize was the Rhine River and it seemed to be within their grasp. Operation Tink was planned for December 19, 1944, to leap to the Rhine near Mainz and Mannheim in anticipation of a drive on Frankfurt. Days before the launch of this bold winter offensive, the Wehrmacht struck in the Ardennes, diverting Patton’s Third US Army northward on its legendary campaign to relieve Bastogne.


CHRONOLOGY



	1944
	 



	September 5
	General der Panzertruppen Otto von Knobelsdorff takes over command of AOK 1 from General der Infanterie Kurt von Chevallerie.



	September 7
	The 5th Division attempts to cross the Moselle at Dornot, but the bridgehead is overwhelmed by artillery and counterattacks.



	September 10
	Another 5th Division river crossing at Arnaville proves more successful once a vehicle bridge is erected.



	September 21
	General der Panzertruppen Hermann Balck takes over command of Heeresgruppe G from Johannes Blaskowitz.



	September 22
	Eisenhower orders a moratorium on major operations in the Third US Army sector which lasts for six weeks.



	September 27
	First attack on Fort Driant is repulsed.



	October 3
	Second attack is launched against Fort Driant, and a toehold secured inside the fort.



	October 9
	US commanders decide to call off attack on Fort Driant.



	October 12–13
	Last US troops withdraw from Fort Driant during the night.



	October 15
	Heeresgruppe G loses 5. Panzerarmee, reducing it to only two field armies for Alsace and Lorraine.



	October 20
	The 90th Division finally captures the Hôtel de Ville in Maizières-les-Metz.



	November 8
	Operation Madison begins in XII Corps’ sector.



	November 9
	Operation Madison begins in XX Corps’ sector, starting with a “demonstration” by the 95th Division at Uckange.



	November 11
	AOK 1 orders the evacuation of non-essential personnel from Metz. Hitler declares the city “Festung Metz” so the city will “fight to the last bullet.”



	November 14
	The 379th Infantry captures three of the “Seven Dwarves” forts: Jussy Nord, Jussy Sud and Saint-Hubert.



	November 15
	The 378th Infantry captures the Feves Ridge on the night of November 14–15.



	November 16
	The 11th Infantry pushes into the Luftwaffe’s Frescaty airbase near Fort Saint-Privat.



	November 17
	The last of the Nazi party functionaries leave Metz and French FFI resistance groups begin attacking isolated German troops. At 1900hrs, Generalleutnant Heinrich Kittel orders the demolition of the remaining bridges over the Moselle and Seille rivers.



	November 18
	US units began entering Metz from numerous directions on November 18. The US divisions began mopping up last pockets of resistance.



	November 22
	Strasbourg is captured by the Seventh US Army; Heeresgruppe G’s two field armies are about to be split apart.



	December 3
	In a night raid, a battalion of the 95th Division secures a bridge over the Saar in Saarlautern.



	December 5
	Fort Saint-Quentin surrenders.



	December 6
	XII Corps wins a toehold in the border town of Sarreguemines.



	December 7
	Fort Plappeville surrenders.



	December 8
	Fort Driant surrenders.



	December 13
	Fort Jeanne d’Arc surrenders.



	December 16
	German Ardennes offensive begins.



	December 17–18
	XII Corps operations come to a halt when Third US Army is assigned to relieve Bastogne in the Ardennes.





THE STRATEGIC SETTING

By September 1944, neither Patton’s Third US Army, nor its German opponent, 1. Armee, was fighting in the region that their high commands had planned earlier in the summer. The Third US Army had been the follow-on wave after Bradley’s First US Army had executed Operation Cobra, the breakout from Normandy. Instead of following Bradley’s units eastward towards Germany, Patton’s forces had been directed westward towards Brittany to seize ports such as Quiberon Bay and Brest. It was a futile mission resulting from the failure of senior Allied commanders to reassess pre-invasion plans. The Germans recognized the Allies’ insatiable need for port facilities, and the Wehrmacht demolished ports before their surrender such as Cherbourg in June 1944; there was no reason to expect otherwise at Brest. Furthermore, Brest was hundreds of miles further west of the advancing Allied armies, detracting from its logistical value. Third US Army conducted the Brittany campaign in a speedy fashion, but by mid-August, its futility was evident. Patton convinced Bradley and Eisenhower to redirect his forces eastward towards Paris on Bradley’s right flank. It was an ideal mission for Patton, taking advantage of his skills as a bold cavalry commander on a classic exploitation mission against very weak enemy forces. Patton’s spectacular summer advance led to the unexpected liberation of Paris and put the Third US Army on the borders of Lorraine in early September.
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Metz has been fortified since ancient times. The last remnant of the fortified medieval city was the Porte des Allemands (Deutsches Tor) built on the Seille River starting in 1230, and seen here shortly after the end of the fighting in November 1944. (NARA)

The strategic situation, September 25, 1944
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US troops inspect the ruins of Fort Douaumont on October 1, which had been the infernal center of the Verdun fighting in 1915. Both American and German commanders were skeptical of the value of the old forts under modern battlefield conditions until shown otherwise during the fighting for Fort Driant in early October 1944. (NARA)
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A motorized column from the 7th Armored Division descends into the Moselle Valley on September 8 on the approaches to Metz. This division took part in the early stages of the Lorraine campaign with XX Corps, but was transferred to the Netherlands later in the month. (NARA)

The weak forces facing Patton on the approaches to Paris were elements of 1. Armee, better known by its German acronym, AOK 1 (Armeeoberkommando 1). Armeeoberkommando 1 had been assigned the defense of the Atlantic coast from its headquarters in Bordeaux. Its units had been gradually stripped away to reinforce the Normandy front, and by August, it was a shadow of its pre-invasion strength, consisting mainly of third-rate garrison units assigned to coastal defense. When the Wehrmacht in Normandy became trapped in the Falaise pocket, AOK 1 was instructed by Berlin to dispatch a rump headquarters to erect a defensive line in front of Patton’s onrushing tanks on the approaches to Paris. It was an impossible mission and one which inevitably failed. Still on the Atlantic coast, the remainder of AOK 1 was in even more desperate circumstances. Operation Dragoon, the American and French landings on the French Mediterranean coast on August 15, 1944, succeeded beyond anyone’s imagination and Allied forces soon were rushing up the Rhône Valley towards Alsace. Stuck in their Atlantic coastal defenses, AOK 1 was on the verge of being cut off. Uncharacteristically, Hitler authorized AOK 1 to withdraw along with the rest of Heeresgruppe G (Army Group G) on August 16, 1944. It was a race to see if AOK 1 could reach German lines before the advancing Allied forces could close the trap. Some AOK 1 units reached Lorraine in late August and early September, but on September 10, 1944, Patton’s Third US Army linked up from the north with Patch’s Seventh US Army from the Dragoon force near Dijon, creating a continuous Allied front from the North Sea to the Mediterranean. The final AOK 1 column from the Bordeaux and Biarritz garrisons was trapped on the Loire River, and more than 20,000 troops surrendered on September 15.
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The 11th Infantry, 5th Infantry Division, made a crossing of the Moselle in the XX Corps sector near Dornot on September 8. Here a group of infantrymen drag an assault boat to the river. (NARA)
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The initial Moselle crossings by the 5th Infantry Division were resisted by the outer forts of the Mosel-Stellung. Feste Graf Haesler, also known as the Verdun fortified group, was active in bombarding the Dornot River crossing site in early September 1944. The larger of the two forts is Werke St. Blaise (Fort Saint-Blaise) while the smaller is Werke Sommy. (NARA)
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The vulnerability of the Dornot bridgehead to artillery fire from the forts is evident in this aerial view. The Dornot crossing of the Moselle took place in the center of the lower foreground while the two forts are evident in the background with Fort Saint-Blaise to the left and Fort Sommy to the right. (NARA)

Berlin was so alarmed by the rapidity of Patton’s advance that a major Panzer counter-blow was planned to stop the Third US Army in Lorraine before it could strengthen its ties with the Seventh US Army. A scratch force was created by hastily deploying new Panzer brigades intended for the Russian Front under the direction of Manteuffel’s 5. Panzerarmee. In the event, the counterattack was a shambles, with some of the Panzer units diverted from the attack to plug the gaping holes in German defensive lines in Lorraine, while the rest of the force attacked Patton’s XX Corps in a disjointed and ineffective fashion. The Panzer counterattack reached its peak in a series of tank battles near the town of Arracourt on September 19–29, 1944. By the end of September, the fighting ended in stalemate.1
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The scene at Fort Saint-Blaise more than a month later when the troops of the 11th Infantry, 5th Division, raised the American flag following the fort’s surrender on November 26. This view clearly shows how the fort overlooked the Moselle Valley below, including the Dornot crossing site. (NARA)
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The Arnaville bridgehead proved to be more successful after the engineers were able to erect a pontoon treadway bridge over the Moselle. In addition, the site was shielded from observation of nearby Fort Driant and the Verdun fortified group by smoke generators as seen here on September 23. (NARA)
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XII Corps made numerous crossings of the Moselle in the Nancy area in September. An M4A3 tank and Jagdpanzer IV are seen here at a crossroads on the eastern bank of the Moselle near Dieulouard where the 80th Division, supported by elements of the 4th Armored Division, fought off a major counterattack by the 3. Panzergrenadier-Division in mid-September 1944. (NARA)

Compared with the XX Corps in the Nancy area, the neighboring XII Corps to the north facing Metz had far less success in September in breaching the Moselle barrier. The 5th Infantry Division staged an initial bridging attempt near Dornot on September 7, but the bridgehead was quickly smothered by artillery fire from nearby forts including Fort Driant and the Verdun fortification group. A second bridgehead secured near Arnaville starting on September 10 proved to be more durable once a vehicle bridge was erected.

By the end of September, Patton’s Third US Army had been halted by the logistical problems affecting the entire Allied front. The rapid Allied breakout from Normandy had exhausted fuel supplies and units were located far deeper into France and Belgium than had been anticipated. Until the logistical situation could be remedied, on September 22, Eisenhower ordered Allied forces to halt and await further instructions. There was a six-week lull in most Allied ground operations through early November 1944.

In the German case, the Arracourt battles east of Nancy had exhausted what few reserves were immediately on hand, and German formations on the western front were in a desperate state after the summer defeats. Armeeoberkommando 1 had to create new defenses in Lorraine with minimal forces. The one asset in AOK 1’s favor was the extensive array of defensive fortifications in Lorraine.

[image: image]

Feste Obergentringen was part of the Diedenhofen (Thionville) fortification belt built in the 1890s and located on the west bank of the Moselle in support of Feste Königsmacker and Feste Illingen. After World War I, the French army absorbed it into the Maginot Line as Fort de Guentrange and replaced the original short 105mm howitzer tubes in its Panzerbatterien with the longer ones seen here. These armored cupolas are typical of the Schumann turrets used in other Metz–Diedenhofen forts such as Fort Driant. The fort was captured by the 358th Infantry, 90th Division, without a fight on September 12, 1944. The gun turrets were reoriented eastward to assist in combat operations towards Thionville and are seen firing on October 2, 1944. Today, the fort is the site of a museum. (NARA)

Lorraine (Lothringen) had been a traditional warpath between France and Germany over the past millennia. The city of Metz was sacked by Attila the Hun in April AD 451, the last time the city was taken by storm. In the contemporary era, the province has been a bone of contention between France and Germany, with Germany coveting Lorraine as a means to shield the Saar region by preventing access into central Germany via the “Moselle Gate.” In the wake of the 1870 Franco-Prussian War, Lorraine became part of the Reich.

The Moselle River valley took on considerable importance in German war planning since a well-fortified Metz–Diedenhofen barrier could act as a pivot for German forces advancing into northern France through Belgium. As a result, the Mosel-Stellung (Moselle Line) was constructed in the Moselle Valley from Metz to Diedenhofen (Thionville) in the last decades of the 19th century to serve this strategic objective.2 It served this function well in the First World War, shielding the Moselle Gate and allowing the execution of the Schlieffen Plan in 1914. In the wake of the war, Lorraine returned to France and the Mosel-Stellung fell into neglect. Instead, the French built a portion of the Maginot Line in Lorraine further east along the German frontier. Following the rise to power of Hitler in the 1930s, German strategic planners again sought to use this region as a fortified pivot point for further operations into France down the Belgian corridor. As a result, the Westwall fortification line constructed in the Saar opposite Lorraine was especially dense. With its purpose served, the Westwall fell into disrepair following the defeat of France in 1940. Nevertheless, the paucity of forces available to AOK 1 led to a rejuvenation of the old fortification lines as well as the construction of an extensive network of new field fortifications under the West-Stellung (West-Position) program.3 Many senior German commanders were skeptical of the value of the old and forgotten Mosel-Stellung forts around Metz, and it took the initiative of local junior commanders to show them the intrinsic tactical value of these forts even in an age of mechanized warfare.

1. This campaign is covered in more detail in the author’s previous Osprey book Campaign 75: Lorraine 1944 (Osprey Publishing Ltd: Oxford, 2000)

2. For further details see Clayton Donnell, Fortress 78: The German Fortress of Metz 1870–1944 (Osprey Publishing Ltd: Oxford, 2008)

3. For further details see Steven Zaloga, Fortress 102: The Defense of the Rhine 1944–45 (Osprey Publishing Ltd: Oxford, 2011)
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