
The Liberation in 1944/45 

 

Liberation ranged from the month of September 1944 to February 1945, and the localities in 

combat zones experienced a second evacuation and unfortunately sometimes a second looting. A 

characteristic is reported for the Valley of the Orne where communities that were evacuated on 

September 4, 1944 on German order and had to leave in railway convoys to Thuringia. Everywhere else 

and especially in the sector of Thionville and up to the border with Luxembourg or Germany, the 

evacuations took place on the American order.  

 

 

1) The harshness of the fighting mainly between September and November 1944.  

 

 

 

 

 
 

German fortified barracade at the exit from Manom. 

The Germans hang on as here at Manom, for a long time not secured, and where the road exited 

towards Garche was guarded. During several days the patrols of both camps were sometimes a few 

meters away one from the other one in the area. 

 



 
 

Evacuation of the villages nearby to Kînigsmacker in September 1944. 

Elsewhere in the region around Hagondange, Metrich, Buding and Veckring, the Germans decided to 

fight with their  last energy, and evacuated civilians from the villages concerned as early as September 

1944, as proven by this example where civilians go through Inglange seeking a refuge. A good part of 

the inhabitants of Kînigsmacker took refuge in the Griesberg farm.  

 

 

 
 

Construction of artillery emplacements. 

During the summer 1944, the German military situation was very compromised, the Mosellans born in 

1927 or 1928 were still required for military service as here working near Thionville. 



 

From September 1944 the German troops retreated, and some localities were finally liberated early 

in the fall of 1944, including the steel basins; Terville was liberated on September l3 and the 

municipalities of Hettange-Grande and Chelmsford as early as September 12, 1944. From time to time 

however the communities remained still subject to artillery fire, always destructive and sometimes 

deadly from the right bank of the Moselle. Along the Moselle, on the other hand, especially between 

Illange and the current border with Germany and Luxembourg, and around some major works of the 

Maginot Line, works redeveloped by the German army, the enemy troops clung and resisted valiantly. It 

was the case between Metz, Thionville and the area of Sierck-les-Bains, mostly on the right bank of the 

Moselle. The Americans were trampled on for weeks by artillery fire from the enemy sector Kerling-lès-

Sierck or Berg-sur-Moselle which was so effective that the Germans had to have been informed by the 

locals of movements of troops on the American side. 

 

     
 

German convoy on fire. 

Control of the sky had changed sides in summer of 1944 and retreat of the Germans is under the threat 

of raids by the RAF 

Here convoys were hit in August 1944 on a road and vehicles burn in Lorraine, under the helpless eyes 

of this officer. 

 

 

The Germans also evacuated the population from the villages on the right bank of the Moselle, and 

the region between Guénange and Thionville, in September 1944, which shows their determination to 

fight. Conversely Americans in turn evacuated from other towns from Cattenom to the border with 

Luxembourg in autumn 1944. There were so many examples of communities that were changing hands 

several times between September and November 1944, unsecured places where civilians through 

carelessness or misfortune died until the end of 1944 and even early 1945. The American principle of 



"safety first" also led to some unwarranted bombing or shooting too fast which cost lives among 

civilians. 

The fierce fighting in this area contrasts with the situation of the Grand Duchy of Luxembourg 

totally free and secure on 7 October 1944. In parallel, fate struck some zealous German administrators 

when we learned on September 29, 1944 of the death of Gauleiter Joseph Bürckel in circumstances not 

clearly understood, death that accompanied the rout of German troops. 

This resistance was more effective and the advance of the American army was slowed or stopped 

by logistical problems that actually hid the rivalry between American generals on the one hand and 

between the corps of American and English on the other. There were undoubtedly real problems to 

ensure regular and sufficient supply of fuel, food and clothing items to different corps, but there were 

also serious disagreements between generals on the American side where the successful breakthrough by 

Patton's army was shadowed by other generals, including Eisenhower himself. On the other hand the 

British General Montgomery demanded Winston Churchill interpose that Patton be hampered due to 

their own difficulties to penetrate north in Belgium and the Netherlands. These considerations, both 

political and military weighed heavily on military strategy and these disagreements between the allies 

disrupted and delayed the American breakthrough in Moselle. To be sure Patton complied, what better 

way than to deprive fuel? 

The weather became more miserable and at the end of October it continually rained where fighting 

was taking place. Torrential rains sometimes added persistent mist and cold, so that roads and paths 

were transformed into quagmires. So the men were exhausted by both the weather and lack of sleep. 

 

 

 

Preparations at the Camp de Cattenom occupied by the Americans and the surrounding area for 

the crossing of the Moselle.  

 

 

 

 

Stopped for several weeks by problems both of 

military strategy, touchiness between American 

and British leaders and difficulties of logistics, 

Pattonôs regiments resumed their advance in 

November 1944 and a large camp was created 

between Garche, Cattenom and Gavisse to 

prepare the crossing of the Moselle on floating 

bridges. All of the 90th infantry division, at 

night from Audun-le-Roman and Aumetz, moved 

into the vast forest from Garche to Cattenom, 

under the command of General James A. Van 

Fleet. 

 



 

There were 6 battalions of artillery support, 2 battalions of tank destroyers, 1 Sherman tank battalion, 3 

battalions ponton engineering and 3 battalions of general engineering. Attack at Cattenom was the 

358th Inf Reg, then the 359th Inf Reg was responsible for Malling, in reserve was the 357th Inf Reg. The 

crossing was planned for Thursday, November 9, 1944. (Moselle River 44/Fund Rothenberger)  

 

 

 

 
 

The GI's were faced with a Moselle flood that flooded the Valley, making it problematic to the stowage 

of the floating bridges. The muddy, turbulent waters made even the use of inflatables dangerous. The 

routing of the supports of both planned bridges was made by wet and flooded paths where besides the 

enemy deposited numerous mines. Finally a dense fog covered the entire Valley.  



 
 

The barely built two bridges were under enemy artillery fire and that of Cattenom, built just above a 

field of mines, must be cleared to be operational. Malling broke its moorings and needed to be redone. It 

was then consolidated and strengthened before the continuous rise of the waters, to allow passage of 

large equipment and tanks. (Moselle River 44/Fund Rothenberger)  

 

 

 

American troops in combat 

at Apach. 

Fighting took place in 

November 1944 between 

Cattenom and Apach region. 

German pockets of resistance 

have led a hard life for the 

troops of the 90th U.S. 

division, including from the 

heights of Berg-sur-Moselle, 

and losses were severe. 

Pictured at the bottom right 

part of the pontoon bridge of 

Malling, which broke its 

moorings. (Moselle River 

44/Fund Rothenberger)  

 



 
 

Waiting before crossing the Moselle river at Gavisse. (Moselle River 44/Fund Rothenberger) 

 

 

 
 

Troops and their equipment invaded the towns around Cattenom, including the villages of Sentzich and 

Gavisse. The assault battalions must bring flat bottom boats to the edge of the water, create a 

beachhead on the other side and facilitate the work of the engineers. Tanks and large equipment must 

await the creation of the two bridges to get to the right bank. The Americans even created amphibious 

trucks called DUKWôs, G.M.C based.  

Malling bridge, ready on November 11, is not accessible until November 12 because of the flood and 

that of Cattenom is opened on November 14, 1944.  

 

 



Soldiers in prayer in the undergrowth      Gathering of the material at Cattenom in November 1944                      

before the attack 

 
 

Montage of photos given to the Pier family by Lieutenant Colonel Niles. 

 

 

Soldiers settled in Malling under the command of Lieutenant Colonel John Niles made a gift to 

the Pier family, where this officer was staying with his Deputy Robinson, a collection of photos of their 

fighting in the sector. It was to thank the family for his warm welcome. However, in this sector, 

American losses were heavy and heroic acts most numerous in the difficult battle of Petite Hettange and 

surrounding areas between November 12 and 15, 1944. Just to be convinced of the harshness of the 

fighting see the state of the Bell Tower of the Church of Malling.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

The Bell Tower of the Malling Church which 

served as an observation post for the Germans 

was destroyed by the Americans in November 

1944.  



 

 

 
 

Bridge at Malling destroyed on May 10, 1940 by border guards and remained in this State until the end 

of the war.  

 

 

 
 

To reward troops for their bravery, many decorations were awarded in the field, in particular the Medal 

of honor of the Congress.  

Here early December 1944, on the place of lime trees at Malling before the Schwenck House, 5 fighters 

are decorated Lieutenant Colonel Niles and his Deputy Major Robinson.  

Note the heavy snow which succeeded the floods of November 1944.  



 

 

 
 

Decoration of the lieutenant colonel Niles and his Deputy Robinson; they get the Medal of honor from 

Congress.  

 

 

 
 

The ceremony takes place in December 1944 before the Schwenck House under the curious gaze of the 

inhabitants.  



 

In addition the Moselle river overflowed and extensive floods spread out in the Valley, especially 

in the sector chosen to cross the Moselle from Cattenom to Basse-Ham or Gavisse to Malling, 

complicating maneuvers by the men, tanks and other vehicles. Even the creation of floating bridges by 

the engineering troops or the crossing of the Moselle by assault boats was complicated or rendered 

impossible. The German lines thus had time to reform and fighting become hardened, although the 

combativeness of most German soldiers is largely dull. In any case the enemy artillery could at least 

shell heavily attempts of installation of floating bridges, which made precarious for several weeks the 

American bridgeheads to the right bank of the Moselle. 

The left bank of the Moselle was certainly in the hands of the Americans as early as September 

1944 but it remained permanently under the threat of enemy artillery that fired from the right bank and 

from time to time these enemy bombardments were still deadly until October and November. In 

addition, at night, German patrols were still likely on the left bank and clashes took place. Finally and 

above all, the Americans had the unpleasant surprise to discover very extensive and dangerous enemy 

mine fields on both banks of the Moselle. However, one can estimate that the left bank was globally 

secure by late October 1944.  

 

 
 

 



 

 
 

Bailey Bridge built in Thionville. 

At Thionville, the destruction of road and railway bridges, a Bailey bridge was built at Beauregard by 

Pattonôs Army engineering services. It was operational in November 1944.  

 

 

Violence of the fighting and importance of the 

work of the engineers of the American army at 

Thionville and Yutz. 

 

 

 

Railway bridge destroyed at Manom 



 

The conquest of the right bank, on the other hand, especially the reduction of the forts of Illange, 

Koenigsmacker-Metrich and Kerling-lès-Sierck, took nearly two months of fierce fighting. Even the 

creation of bridgeheads on the right bank posed big problems and required American troops to take 

considerable risks, causing at the time heavy losses. The most terrible week 9-15 November 1944 with 

fighting exceptionally hard between Cattenom and the present-day border with Luxembourg and 

Germany, at the time of maximum flooding of the Moselle, partly hid dangerous enemy minefields and 

causing several times the breaking of the floating bridges at Cattenom and at Gavisse. Losses were 

heavy on both sides, in particular to take over the sector of Kerling-lès-Sierck and witnesses recall in 

particular the rally by Americans of hundreds of German corpses at Koenigsmacker and Basse-Ham. 

Several makeshift hospitals were installed at least on an interim basis, sometimes requesting specific 

houses as at Fixem or Basse-Ham.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Bridge on the Rue de 

Couronné in Yutz 

 

 

 

 

The fighting also produced traffic restrictions in some localities as in Thionville where during 

these crucial months the 20th corps of Patton had installed his staff on the premises of the current high 

school in Providence. American Soldiers and the F.F.I forbid the access of civilians to the banks of the 

Moselle and the backbone of the City Centre (street of Luxembourg and rue de Paris). These battles also 

required a new wave of evacuation, on the orders of the Americans, between September 1944 and March 

1945. This evacuation, of variable duration, at short distance (for example to Hettange-Grande and 

surrounding localities) and on a smaller scale than those of 1939 and 1940, related to the villages along 

the Valley of the Moselle river between Thionville and Luxembourg, although some civilians refused to 

follow the American order.  

 

 



 

Pocket of resistance in Berg-sur-Moselle. 
The Germans forced the Americans to bomb the town of Berg-surMoselle with force to dislodge a piece 

of formidable artillery. Suddenly, the damage done to the Castle and the houses are very heavy as 

shown by these two pictures. 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

The Yutz National Street bears the stigma of the 

exchanges of artillery fire and street fights. 

Here the old Café Bestien and nearby houses 

show eloquently the violence of the fighting, 

both facades are scarred.  

 



 

The extent of the destructions suffered by Yutz.  
In many localities they lick the wounds of war. We began by assessing the extent of the damage, and in 

this regards to the city of Yutz in its two parts (Basse- and Haute-Yutz) it paid a heavy price. 

 

 

 

 

 
 

The importance of the damage done to the Church of Basse-Yutz, whose architecture was similar to that 

of the current protestant temple, was such that it was totally rebuilt on the National Street on the same 

site but set back from the street.  



Thus, in Basse-Yutz an estimated 800 people, or 1/10th of the population, spent a month holed 

up in the cellars of houses in October-November 1944, which was also the case of residents of Cattenom 

every night since September 1944. Yutz residents had been instructed, October 10, 1944, to take trains at 

their disposal to Distroff and Metzervisse to gain the coalfield around Merlebach and later in Bitche, but 

the four convoys organized and planned for 8000 people, only two finally left with only one full . The 

Germans (SS Yutz were installed since September 17 and the Gestapo or the Feldgendarmerie expelled 

recalcitrants) forcing civilians to leave and seek refuge around Kuntzig then even farther. Nevertheless 

for those who stayed the danger was severe because after the fighting we counted 300 Yutz buildings 

seriously or very seriously damaged and 300 others slightly affected out of a total of 1,180 buildings. 

The Americans moreover installed a permanent medical unit on the airfield of Yutz until January 1945, 

which gives evidence of the scale of the care of providing so much to both the combatant and civilian 

sector. 

 

 

Allied bombing attacks on the train depot in Thionville-Yutz the fall of 1944. 

 
 

 

 

 

 

Lift workshop 

 

 

 

The depot, the roundhouse, 

workshops and all major 

buildings of Thionville and 

Yutz station were violently 

bombed and largely 

destroyed

.  



 

 

 

 

Railway workshops destroyed 

 

 

   
 

The Germans offered a fierce resistance in the buildings of the industrial area on the right bank of 

the Moselle. 

The importance of the damage suggests merciless fighting for several days before the withdrawal of the 

Germans.  

 

 

    
 

The 'Luxembourg' railroad from the Gare de Thionville sector suffered particularly from bombing.  

 



 

 

The Yutz refugees in the near villages returned in early December 1944 and those evacuated in the 

coal basin returned in January 1945.  

Also civilians preferred to follow orders and comply with the instructions. On October 3, 1944 

order was given to the villages of Contz-les-Bains, Haute-Kontz, Gandren, Berg-sur-Moselle, Gavisse, 

Sentzich, Homeldange and Cattenom to withdraw towards localities not exposed to the shooting of the 

enemy artillery and outside the combat zone. The American headquarters then moved to Camp de 

Cattenom and the inhabitants of the villages mentioned lived for a few weeks in Puttelange-lès-

ThionviIle, Rodemack or even Basse-Rentgen, others withdrawing to Volkrange, Beuvange or even 

Oeutrange.  

The village of Contz-les-Bains was also evacuated from October 3rd, 1944 till February 20th, 1945 

and of course we found accommodation and we lived as we could while the winter 1944/45 was 

particularly rough with negative temperatures in January which we recorded at less than -25°C on 

certain nights. 

 

 

 

Aerial view of Basse-Ham. 
In this locality also fighting 

was harsh and many houses 

were seriously affected in 

particular roofs torn or 

perforated.  

 



 

 

Damage to Wonner farm. 

Cattenom the former 

commandery of the Teutonic 

Knights, the current Wonner 

farm, was the target of 

German fire and damage to 

one of the two towers and the 

main walls of the castle are 

extensive. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The impact left by the fighting was of concern 

in many localities: 
At Berg-sur-Moselle, traces of bullets on the 

front of the House of the blacksmith.  

 

 

 

At Malling the traces of the 

violence of the fighting are 

visible in the village on the 

facades of the houses like 

here at the Klein house. But 

at the end of the fighting in 

the spring of 1945, farmers 

bought horses to get back to 

work.  



 

 

Winter 1944/45 at Inglange 

and Hastroff. 

* View of the village on 

Christmas Day 1944 under a 

thick layer of snow, and 

damage caused by the fighting 

in 1944

.  

 

    
 

* GI's and MPs remain confined until early February 1945 and bear with stoicism the rigours of 

Lorraine winter and temperatures very strongly negative. It was -20° C this night in February 1945 

which explains the refrigerated attitude of one of these soldiers.  

 

 

During these evacuations there still was, while only to a smaller scale during 1939 and 1940, 

looting and robberies in deserted houses. Some people, on the sly returned to retrieve the food, goods 

and valuable objects forgotten in the rush of this second hasty departure, and lost their lives.  

American troops, they too, paid a heavy price for the liberation of the Mosellanôs border regions. 

To be convinced, just visit the American cemetery at St Avold where 10,489 grave markers attest to the 

carnage on 46 hectares of lawns and meticulously maintained fairways, not to mention the 444 names of 

soldiers whose bodies were not found, or Hamm in the Grand Duchy of Luxembourg, where General 

Patton is, died accidentally at 60 years, in Heidelberg, in December 1945. 

 

 



 
 

Medical train to Hombourg-Budange. 

The violence of the fighting also explains the importance of the wounded and the killed both among 

veterans and among the civilians in the region. These losses were not only linked to the bombing but 

minefields widespread by the Germans in their movement of retirement. Many makeshift hospitals were 

built in a hurry for weeks and medical convoys patrolled the area..  

Here it is on the Hombourg-Budange viaduct rehabilitated in 1945 that runs the cars marked with a red 

cross. 

 

 

2) The jubilation of the liberation and the patriotic parties in 1945.  

 

Yet as early as December 1944 and despite the vigorous counter-attack in the Ardennes from 

Christmas, the morale of the German troops was low and surrenders proliferated. All of Luxembourg 

had been liberated at the same time as the fighting along the Moselle, it was on the ground of Germany 

that now the last battles were engaged. Throughout the towns delivered by American troops, they 

expressed joy on a collective basis. They pressed around veterans greeted as heroes and the G.I's 

vehicles were stormed. It must be said that children and adults were seduced by the distributions of 

chewing gum, candy and chocolate, immediate and spontaneous distributions from the entry of vehicles 

into a new community. So, we made lots of French flags quickly with fabric found, singing, playing the 

accordion or violin and jumped around the necks of soldiers with frantic embraces. Soldiers also 

distributed food or had the barter, exchanging nylon stockings, shoes, soap or even clothes against 

alcohol or local products.  

Others used food they had in overabundance and other products to facilitate the conquest of the 

French ladies and get warm female thanks. It is even said that the Mosellans discovered their first 

condoms, sometimes converted to balloons by lack of knowledge of the object. Adolescents spent whole 

days in the camps of canvas, away from the villages, in the company of the regiments as was the case at 



Cattenom during more than a week. The generous distribution to the children of survival rations was 

surely one of the factors that made these very friendly soldiers.  

 

American soldiers are welcome heroes.  

 

 
 

At Halstroff. 

In the localities of the region of Thionville, American soldiers were greeted enthusiastically, especially 

by the children to whom they distributed generously chocolate and chewing gum. They also sympathized 

with the adults, who wished to pose with the entire family in their company, as here in Halstroff.  

 

 

 
 

At Koeking. 

Sometimes they take liberties with the rules as in Koeking where these two soldiers casually leave their 

weapon to ride a tandem in front the Max farm é 



 

 
 

é or pose in the company of the youngest child in the family. 

 

 

 

The American "Dodge" trucks were marveled at by an enthusiastic population at Cattenom. 

At Cattenom, the village was liberated on 11 and 12 November 1944, a large tent camp was installed 

right next to the village, between Cattenom and Koeking, and all day jeeps and trucks circulated in the 

village. This photo was taken the day after the liberation.  

 



 
 

The first days the GI's were treated as heroes, and their vehicles were surrounded by adults as by 

teenagers and children in the old street rue des Petits-Pois and at the crossroads at Schouman .  

 

 

 
 

 

It is even a kind of triumphal pyramid that was immortalized by Mr. Eugène Hackelle November 14, 

1944.  

 

 

 



  

  

 

The tribute to the American 

liberators in Thionville. 

At Thionville the C. G. of the 

American XX Corps was 

welcomed on the premises of 

the current high school Our 

Lady of Providence. The 

municipality organized not far 

away in the current Hélène 

Boucher High School at a 

reception and a banquet to 

celebrate the liberation of the 

city. Here with great fanfare in 

the presence of the new civil 

and military authorities and 

traditional outfits from the 

resistance, is organized a 

heartfelt tribute to the 

American liberators. Among 

the troops there are also 

elements of a French infantry 

battalion

.  

 

 

 

Many Mosellans were also surprised to discover the large number of soldiers of color and ethnic 

diversity of U.S. troops where white, black and Asian live together. For most of the witnesses, it was 

their first contact with some non-whites.  

The population also heard blues, jazz and especially swing, new musical tempos of musical 

delight, irritating or confusing according to age groups and that the American radios poured out in 

continuous waves with great speakers in the landscaped cantonments. In 1945 orchestras created within 

the regiments also often animated the balls in the region, including in the capital of each canton where 

an official ceremony celebrating the liberation was organized.  

In many places, during the year 1945, there was a parade with the victorious troops, a procession 

of officials with the American generals, mayors, Councillors of the cantons, Members of Parliament and 

religious organizations, starting with the Bishop, Monsignor Heintz, returned from Lyon and always 

present. Guests were greeted by the children of the town in traditional dress, the procession and the 

military parade of the American units across all main streets before attending a solemn mass in the 

presence of all the people in their Sunday best and the day ends with a large popular dance in parties or 

outdoors. Also we organized torchlight retreats during the week at the end of the Liberation in 1944. 

 



 

Beginning of the religious procession at the exit of the parish church, with Sexton leading, followed by 

the children's choir.  

 

             
 

 

All the bodies and associations of the locality were part of the official motorcade; here the firefighters.  

 

 

 

The photos of this page represent a ceremony 

both religious and patriotic in Terville. 

Terville liberated as early as September 1944, 

organized a grand procession for both a 

religious and military ceremony in October 

1944. 

The motorcade procession through the main 

streets of the town ended at the parish church 

where, in the presence of all the bodies of the 

city and all associations, Monsignor Heintz, 

back from exile, solemnly welcomes U.S. troops.  



 

Patriotic ceremony before the Church of St. Maximin. 

On 6/12/1944 at St Maximin, the celebration of St Nicolas is accompanied by a demo-stration of 

patriotism with the help of Veterans of the first world war. 

 

 

 

 

        
 

The feast of St Jean in June 1945 in Contz-les-Bains. 

The relief of being rid of the German presence is expressed very well in Contz-les-Bains in June 1945. 

During festivities of St Jean on 24 June 1945, youth of the village, clothed in disparate outfits ranging 

from American, English and French clothing and equipment and in the traditional costume of Lorraine, 

made a dummy representing Hitler and symbolically hanged it from a roof of the village. In parallel they 

organized a parody of military parade on the same day.  

 


