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AUTHOR’S NOTE

Following thirty-three days of heavy combat during the Normandy campaign, the All Americans of the 82nd Airborne Division were withdrawn to rest and recuperate, refit, and integrate replacements into the tight-knit world of the airborne units. After several operations proposed for early September in support of the fast-moving Allied forces were canceled due to bad weather and ground forces having advanced up to and beyond the airborne objectives, the next operation was set: the daring plan known as Operation Market Garden.

On Sunday September 17, 1944, in an audacious daylight drop, the All Americans jumped into Holland in the vicinity of Nijmegen. A key objective for Market Garden was to capture intact the Nijmegen highway bridge over the Waal River, the longest single-span bridge in all of Europe. The epic assault by the division’s 504th Parachute Infantry Regiment (PIR), veterans of Anzio, to create a bridgehead across the four-hundred-yard-wide Waal has been called a second Omaha Beach.

Although the All Americans captured and held all of their assigned objectives, Market Garden failed, becoming known as “a bridge too far.” The paratroopers and glidermen of the 82nd became mired in a defensive, static campaign in the Dutch lowlands. Finally, on November 10, 1944, the division was relieved by Canadian forces for a hard-earned rest behind the lines in eastern France. Little did they imagine the cataclysm that awaited them little more than a month later in the Ardennes.

On December 16, 1944, four German armies, including two panzer armies, exploded through the Ardennes, beginning the campaign that has gone down in history as the Battle of the Bulge. As one of the few divisions in reserve, the All Americans once again led the way, securing crucial positions on the northern shoulder of the Bulge. By January 3, 1945, the 82nd Airborne Division, despite horrendous casualties and horrible winter conditions, was once again on the attack, driving eastward and piercing the Siegfried Line along the German border.

Ferocious combat in the infamous Hürtgen Forest and a combat assault across the Elbe River deep into Germany followed the Bulge. By May 2 the division headquarters was well east of Hamburg, where the All Americans accepted the unconditional surrender of 144,000 soldiers of the 21st German Army Group.

V-E Day on May 8 brought an end to the war in Europe but not to the service of the troopers of the 82nd. As the U.S. Army’s premier combat division, the division was chosen to represent the United States in the occupation in Berlin. In January 1946 the All Americans were honored once again as the leading unit of the great victory parade up Fifth Avenue in New York City.

This book concludes the World War II saga of the All Americans. The story of the paratroopers and glidermen of the famed 82nd Airborne Division in World War II started with the reactivation of the division in early 1942 and the development and training of the unit as America’s first division-size airborne unit, one of only four that were formed during the war. Spearheading the invasion of Sicily, the 82nd was the first U.S. airborne division to parachute into combat. Combat in Italy and the D-Day invasion of France followed. This part of the division’s service in World War II is told in a companion volume All American, All the Way: A Combat History of the 82nd Airborne Division in World War II: From Sicily to Normandy.

—Phil Nordyke, August 2009
  


FROM MARKET GARDEN TO BERLIN
  


CHAPTER 1

“PUT US DOWN IN HOLLAND, OR
PUT US DOWN IN HELL,
BUT PUT US DOWN ALL IN ONE
PLACE OR I WILL HOUND
YOU TO YOUR GRAVES!”1
 

Returning from Normandy, many of the officers and men found the cots and beds of their best buddies empty. Many had been wounded and some of them would return. Others, too severely wounded, would carry painful scars, limps, disfigurements, and paralysis with them as constant reminders of their sacrifice and service with the 82nd Airborne Division. Still others were buried in Normandy, never to return to their loved ones and buddies.

Upon his arrival at the 508th camp at Wollaton Park near Nottingham, Lieutenant Ralph DeWeese ate a hot meal, then walked to the four-man officers’ tent where he had lived before the invasion. “It was much the same, except I was the only one out of the four of us who came back. We lost sixty-three percent of our men in France.”2

Private First Class Charles Miller, with Company D, 505th, had lost his best buddy, Private First Class George Rajner, killed on Hill 131. “Rajner had refused to buy GI insurance because of his ongoing war with his mother-in-law. He always said, ‘If I die, she’ll get it.’ Well, he died, and she didn’t get it.”3

The day after arriving at Camp Scraptoft, Private First Class Ray Burchell, with Company C, 325th, showered, put on clean clothes, and headed to a favorite pub in town to have a few beers and to try to forget about what he had been through. “English people kept asking questions about this one or that one in the company who did not come back—it was very, very sad and hard answering the questions.”4

After the return of the division, replacements began to be assigned to each unit to fill the ranks. Replacement Private Albert “Abie” Mallis was assigned to Company B, 505th. His first impression upon meeting the veterans of his company was, “These were a bunch of very tough customers.”5

Dennis Force, John Siam, Calvin Gilbert, William Martin, Frank Frederico, and John Lebednick were assigned to Company I, 505th, to replace the terrific losses they had suffered in Normandy. When Dennis Force “started hearing the war stories and the combat record of the 505, I was in awe. I wasn’t sure a rookie like me was in the right outfit.”6

Lieutenant James J. Meyers from Texas arrived with a group of replacement officers at Camp Quorn on July 18, 1944, where he was ordered to report to Company D, 505th. “Upon entering the pyramidal tent that served as the D Company orderly room, the XO, 1st Lieutenant Waverly Wray, greeted me. Wray was a stocky, thick set, powerfully built, God fearing woodsman from Mississippi.” According to Meyers, Lieutenant Wray had been “a deadly shot and a living legend in the regiment,” who had been recommended for the Congressional Medal of Honor for his heroism in Normandy on June 7. “Wray introduced me to the First Sergeant, John Rabig, and he informed me the company commander would return shortly. In the meantime, he assembled the other company officers.

“I stood a quarter inch short of six feet, which made me the runt of the litter of platoon leaders. They were: 1st Platoon, 2nd Lieutenant Thomas J. McClean, three combat jumps, a big Irishman and a former New York City policeman; 2nd Platoon, 1st Lieutenant Oliver B. Carr, three combat jumps, a son of the Old South from Palm Beach, Florida; 3rd Platoon, 2nd Lieutenant Charles K. Qualls, two combat jumps, a giant of a man.

“Assistant platoon leaders were Lieutenant [Isaac] Michelman, hospitalized and recovering from wounds; and 2nd Lieutenant Russell E. Parker, a former 1st sergeant, three combat jump veteran, and the recipient of a recent battlefield commission. I was a replacement for 1st Lieutenant Turner B. Turnbull, killed in action in Normandy.

“Following the introductions, McClean asked me, ‘What do we call you?’

“I replied, ‘Jim.’

“He paused, looked at me and said, ‘We have too many Jims in this outfit. From now on your name is Joe.’ I thought he was joking. He was not and to this day my airborne colleagues know me as ‘Joe.’

“When the CO, Captain Taylor G. Smith, returned, he met ‘Joe’ Meyers. He assigned me as Tom McClean’s assistant. I had much to learn and Tom had extensive combat experience. He could teach me the ropes.”7

Before Normandy, an unofficial increase in the strength of the rifle companies had been made so that an additional rifle squad was added. This increased the strength of a rifle company from 110 men and 8 officers to 144 men and 8 officers. Lieutenant Meyers was briefed on the unofficial Table of Organization and Equipment. “Company headquarters had a CO [Commanding Officer], XO [Executive Officer], first sergeant, operations sergeant, company clerk, supply sergeant, supply clerk, and armorer. Each of the three rifle platoons had three twelve-man rifle squads, a 60mm mortar section, a rocket launcher (bazooka) team and a platoon headquarters with a platoon leader, assistant platoon leader, platoon sergeant, and a radio/telephone operator (RTO). Each rifle squad had a light machine gun (LMG) and a Browning Automatic Rifle (BAR). One squad member was the assistant LMG gunner and the rest of the squad’s riflemen had the additional duty of carrying added ammunition for the LMG. In our company, the only true rifleman was the squad leader. As long as the ammunition held out, the airborne platoon had roughly two to three times the firepower of a straight infantry rifle platoon.

“I soon met the men of the 1st Platoon and I noted this unit was different. Although I was only twenty-one, I was slightly older than most of the men and about the same age as the NCOs. Although I was one of the youngest officers in the regiment, the age spread was smaller. The captains were in their mid twenties; the battalion commanders in their early thirties; Bill Ekman, the regimental commander was about thirty-four; and General Gavin was thirty-six or thirty-seven. Ridgway was the old man at fifty-one. Age wasn’t a problem, but the men took note of my lack of combat experience. In various ways they let me know I was the new kid on the block. D Company officers were close knit. They made it crystal clear: ‘Make your friends within the company.’

“Enlisted replacements also joined the company, some from the packet I brought overseas. D Company set about integrating us into the organization.

“Our diet in England consisted of endless meals of Brussels sprouts and Spam. The troops could do nothing about the Spam, but during training they never missed an opportunity to step on Brussels sprouts growing in the fields.

“Wartime England was a heavily populated country and space was at a premium. Tactical training took place on pastureland or uncultivated fields. This presented a problem to our troops. The English farmers used human feces for fertilizer. Although the feces was usually hard and dry, crawling through turds was not a popular pastime.

“Corporal Edward J. ‘Ozzie’ Olszewski shared some of his knowledge with me. While undergoing training in daylight scouting and patrolling, Ozzie and I sat on a high hill overlooking the training area. Ozzie quizzed me on the location of the patrols as they moved along fence lines and hedgerows below. My efforts to detect the movement of members of the patrols failed. But Ozzie knew the exact location of the patrols and the direction of their movement. He let me in on the tricks of the trade. As a patrol moved along a hedgerow, nesting birds took flight. Although I was familiar with livestock, I had not noted, or taken advantage of the curiosity of cows and horses. They almost always turn and stare at nearby humans. In combat this type of information is life insurance.

“We continued our training that included a scheduled night drop and assembly exercise. Weapons and simulated supplies were rolled into A-5 equipment containers, a canvas bundle with a felt pad lining. Different colored cargo parachutes attached to the bundles assisted in the visual identification of the contents from a distance. For example, a red cargo chute might signify crew served weapons, blue—ammunition, yellow—rations, etc.

“For night operations a special flashlight with interchangeable colored dome shaped lenses at both ends was attached to the bundle. Activated when the cargo parachute opened, the colored lenses of the light aided in the location of the bundle and in the identification of the container’s contents.

“I was helping my men roll one of these bundles when I noticed a tall young officer nearby observing our labors. At one point this officer offered a helpful suggestion and I grunted my thanks. Finished with my work, I stood up and turned to speak with my visitor. I discovered the man was not a young lieutenant. He wore the stars of a general officer. I snapped to attention, reported and apologized for my error. It was my first face-to-face encounter with James M. ‘Slim Jim’ Gavin. He appeared amused by my mistake and instructed me to carry on.

“I awoke the morning before the scheduled night drop and I immediately knew something was amiss. On my chest was a chain of large, water filled blisters. My tent mates inspected my back and informed me the blisters extended across my back from one shoulder to the other.

“I headed for the dispensary and my first meeting with ‘Doc’ Putnam, our friendly battalion surgeon. Doc was a partially bald, red headed, crusty character, who was long on talent and short on sympathy. I fully expected to be on quarters for a day or two and to receive medicine for treatment of my condition. Doc looked at my chest and back and informed me I had shingles, probably brought on by the radical change in my diet. That was it. He turned and headed for the next patient. I said something about the night jump. Doc shrugged his shoulders and went about his business. So did I.

“At Camp Quorn I learned racial tension between American white and black troops was a continuing problem throughout England. Initially, both black and white troops had access to all areas of England. At the time, England had no significant colored minority and racial equality prevailed. Interracial dating between Negroes and English girls, illegal in most southern states and frowned on elsewhere in the US, was the major source of the friction. Violent conflicts often broke out between soldiers of the two races. Negro troops represented a very small percentage of the overall troop population in England. To avoid trouble, separate pass areas were set aside for blacks. Negroes probably received the least desirable areas.

“Several of our troops returning from an overnight pass in Leicester, a white pass area, reported they saw several black soldiers hanging by the neck outside the upper floor windows of the Bell Hotel. It was a rare occasion when the civilian or military news media reported racial incidents; hence, verification of the alleged incident was difficult. Relations between black and white troops in England, and later on the continent were far from harmonious.”8

In early August, General Eisenhower promoted General Ridgway and designated him to command the newly formed XVIII Airborne Corps, consisting of the 82nd, 101st, and 17th Airborne Divisions. General Ridgway recommended Brigadier General Gavin for promotion to major general and to command the 82nd Airborne Division. In his recommendation he wrote, “Brigadier General Gavin possesses to a superior degree self-possession regardless of the pressure in and out of battle, loyalty, initiative, zeal, sound judgment, and common sense. His personal appearance and dignity of demeanor are in keeping with these high qualities, and to them he adds great charm of manner. He is a proved battle leader of the highest type, and in my opinion will make a superior airborne division commander.

“The relative rank of this officer has been considered, and to the best of my knowledge and belief he is the best fitted officer available in this command for the grade and position for which promotion is recommended.”9

General Gavin was approved without reservations for command of the 82nd Airborne Division and promoted by General Eisenhower. At age thirty-seven, he became the youngest major general since George Armstrong Custer.

With Gavin’s promotion, a vacancy now existed for the assistant division commander. Gavin and Ridgway agreed that the only man at that time in the 82nd that deserved consideration of promotion to brigadier general was Colonel Reuben Tucker, a superb combat leader. But, as Gavin concluded, “He didn’t give a damn about administration and paperwork. Ridgway and I talked about it and we decided we just couldn’t promote Tucker.”10

Because the 504th was now ready for reintegration into the 82nd, one of the temporarily attached regiments would have to be transferred out of the Division. It was determined that the 507th would be transferred to the newly formed 17th Airborne Division. The 508th would remain attached to the 82nd.

Captain Roy Creek, who had acted as the temporary CO of the 1st Battalion, 507th, in Normandy, understood the rationale for the decision. “There were undoubtedly, several factors leading to the decision to move the 507 from the 82nd. Logic would dictate that one of these was the fact that the veteran 504th Parachute Infantry Regiment, organic to the 82nd, having been left to fight in Italy when the 82nd moved to England to prepare for Normandy, rejoined the division.

“Another factor probably influencing the decision was that the 507th had possibly suffered the greatest organizational disruption of any other regiment of the 82nd participating in the Normandy Campaign. The 507 suffered eight hundred thirty-five total personnel losses, to include the regimental commander, two of the three battalion commanders and virtually every company commander, either to battle causes or promotions resulting from battle causes.

“Despite a lingering loyalty to the 82nd among many in the regiment, the 507 quickly adapted to the 17th and turned its attention and energy to helping make its new parent unit the best that it could be.”11

On August 11, a ceremony was conducted at Leicester, which marked the change of command of the division. The division had been brought up to full strength with replacements and the wounded that had returned from hospitals. Eisenhower was present and spoke to the assembled division, thanking them for their great contributions to the victory in Normandy. The division paraded for the gathered commanders. For Ridgway, it was an emotional moment. “I suppose a prouder division commander never lived than I, as I watched that magnificent division swing past the reviewing stand.”12

On August 16, 1944, General Gavin assumed formal command of the 82nd Airborne Division. His first task was to put together a staff, since many members of Ridgway’s staff would move with him to form the staff for the XVIII Airborne Corps headquarters. Gavin was able to keep Colonel Robert Wienecke, who had served as Ridgway’s G-3, as the new chief of staff. He chose Major Al Ireland as his G-1 (personnel), Lieutenant Colonel Walter Winton as the G-2 (intelligence), Lieutenant Colonel John (“Jack”) Norton as his G-3 (operations), and Major Albert Marin as the G-4 (logistics). Ireland, Winton, Norton, and Marin were all trusted officers who had served under his command in the 505.

By mid-August, the Allied armies on the continent had broken out of the Normandy lodgment, encircled and destroyed most of the German forces west of the Seine River, and were driving rapidly toward the Seine and the German border beyond. The major obstacle to the drive was a shortage of gasoline. Troop carrier aircraft were being utilized by General Bradley to ferry gasoline to keep the tanks rolling east.

On Tuesday, August 29, 1944, Gavin attended a conference at the headquarters of British General Frederick Browning, commander of the British 1st Airborne Corps. Gavin was briefed on a planned airborne operation. “We were given a mission of participating in a proposed landing north of Tournai [Belgium] to seize and hold the crossings of the Escaut River to prevent German withdrawal. The drop was to take place Sunday morning [September 3] about 8:30. Participating were the Poles, British, and 101st Airborne Division. Plans were pushed, orders prepared, ammo and chutes issued, troops dispersed at the proper airdromes, all by dark Friday evening. It was raining and continued to rain more. The US armor continued to drive the Germans back, actually threatening to get to our DZ’s before Sunday.

“They did, Sunday morning, besides the weather was lousy. Knowing the armor was going to beat us to it, General Browning changed our missions to seize and take over Lille, Roubaix, Tournai, etc. so as to assist the armor in its passage—a hell of a mission for airborne troops. But General Browning was not to be denied and for some unexplainable reason, the high command was hell bent on getting the First Allied Airborne Army into the fight, whether or not the commitment was decisive or even sound.

“Well, Sunday morning [September 3], I was called to Moor Park, General Browning’s headquarters and given a new mission. We were to jump on the west bank of the Meuse, opposite Liège [Belgium] to again block the retreating Germans—the historic Liège gap. By now the troops were aware of the apparent lack of necessity of our participation in this type or role, or so it seemed. Again, weather intervened and was conveniently and also typically lousy. The British ground troops were overrunning our DZ and LZ areas in addition.

“Consequently, by Sunday night the mission was called off, we reverted to the US XVIII Corps, and back home we came, a bit wetter, but hardly the wiser.”13

Gavin was in London on September 10, when he received a phone call around 4:00 p.m., notifying him of a meeting two hours later at General Browning’s headquarters. “I took off, arriving a few minutes late for the meeting. It was conducted generally by Browning and had to do with a new plan envisioning a drop for the 82nd to seize bridges at Grave and Nijmegen and the high ground between Nijmegen and Groesbeek. That the plan would go through was all agreed to, Browning was to command it and had it all set up. The troop carrier lift was not set, however.”14

The plan was part of a British operation hatched by British Field Marshall Bernard Montgomery, code-named Market Garden. General Lewis H. Brereton, commanding the First Allied Airborne Army, wanted to make the drop on September 14, less than four days away. But because of the disposition of troop carrier aircraft ferrying gasoline to Bradley’s forces, the date was delayed until Sunday, September 17, less than seven days away.

The operation entailed dropping three airborne divisions behind German lines in southern Holland to seize bridges over canals and rivers and hold them until the British Second Army could drive north from the Dutch-Belgian border over the bridges and turn east into the plains of northern Germany, where it would seize the industrial center of Germany—the Ruhr valley.

The 101st Airborne Division would drop south of the 82nd just north of the city of Eindhoven and seize two canal bridges at Son and Best, a small river bridge to the north at Veghel, and drive south through Eindhoven to link up with the British XXX Corps, which would spearhead the British ground force assault.

The British 1st Airborne Division, with the Polish Airborne Brigade attached, would drop north of the 82nd and capture a single bridge over the last natural barrier to Germany, the Rhine River at Arnhem, some sixty-four miles deep in enemy territory.

The 82nd Airborne Division’s assignment would be extremely complex, requiring aggressive execution. Landing fifty-three miles behind German lines, the division would seize four major river bridges and five canal bridges, including both the longest single-span bridge (the Nijmegen highway bridge) and the longest bridge (Grave bridge) in all of Europe. In order to protect the route of the British Second Army, the division would also need to hold high ground southeast of Nijmegen and the landing zones southeast and northeast of Groesbeek for glider landings. The frontage of the division’s area was enormous and the objectives ambitious. Only an elite veteran division could hope to accomplish the mission.

The work by Gavin’s staff to put together the plan in six days was nothing short of spectacular. The task was monumental, but the staff was equal to the challenge. General Gavin had undoubtedly the youngest staff of any US Army division in the European Theater, but one of the most competent and talented. Colonel Robert H. Wienecke, the chief of staff, wasn’t even aware of the operation until the evening of September 10. “I had gone up to visit the 505th Parachute Regiment on 10 September, and returned to find the Division Commander (Gavin) and the G-3 (Norton) had gone to Allied Airborne Headquarters for orders. By midnight we had our draft order ready.”15

Lieutenant Colonel Walter F. Winton, Jr., assistant chief of staff, intelligence (G-2), and his staff developed a number of intelligence reports. Winton’s staff generated a report entitled “Weather; Sun and Moon Tables” that provided information regarding climatic conditions typical for the month of September in Holland, a table showing the times for the rise and fall of the sun and moon, and the effect of weather on enemy operations.

An intelligence report entitled “Background Information” gave the division general information about Holland and the Nijmegen area in particular, such as population, the government, the language, attitude of the population, and even an assessment of the Dutch police.

The G-2 section formulated an assessment of the terrain in three documents concerning the terrain around the Nijmegen area. The first, entitled “Preliminary Tactical Study of the Terrain,” covered topography of the area, critical terrain features, and tactical effects of the terrain. The second, “Tactical Study of the Terrain,” included more detail regarding the topography, such as statistics of the Maas and Waal Rivers and military aspects such as obstacles. The third, “Evaluation of Terrain for Airborne Landings: Nijmegen Area,” covered suitability for parachute glider landings.

The importance of the bridges required a separate report entitled “Bridge Data,” which described the type of structures, the dimensions, the materials used for construction, and the width of the water. Each bridge was assigned a number, which would be used as a code to refer to them during radio conversations. The discussions could take place in the clear without the Germans knowing which bridge was being discussed until it was too late. The lock bridge on the Maas-Waal Canal at Heumen would be referred to as Bridge Number 7, the bridge at Malden would be Bridge Number 8, the bridge at Hatert was designated as Bridge Number 9, the Honinghutie rail and road bridges would be Bridge Number 10, and the Grave bridge would be Bridge Number 11.

The G-2 staff formulated a very important document outlining security entitled “Counterintelligence.” Section I dealt with security measures to be taken prior to the operation covering the planning, period after receipt of orders, movement to the departure fields, the time while sealed in at the departure field bases, the briefings and the period afterward, and at the departure fields.
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Section II covered actions required once in Holland to maintain operational security. These activities included the arrest of known enemy agents, collaborators, and sympathizers; seizure of enemy communication centers for the purpose of obtaining documents, codes, cipher devices, and other records; seizure and impounding of civilian mail and telegrams; protection against sabotage of local public and private installations; and assistance in civilian movement control, among many others.

A plan for the G-2 staff’s intelligence operations prior to takeoff and subsequently in Holland was entitled “Intelligence.” This plan detailed intelligence gathering such as the types of information that the G-2 staff would seek to obtain from reconnaissance, prisoners of war, and captured enemy documents; and supplies of maps and aerial reconnaissance photographs for briefings and operational use.

Intelligence regarding the German forces was contained in an intelligence document entitled “Order Of Battle Summary,” which attempted to estimate the general enemy situation, the enemy situation in the 82nd’s operational area, the strength of German antiaircraft defenses, the perceived enemy strength by specific panzer and infantry divisions, and potential replacements and reinforcements that the Germans might be able to bring into the battle. The report stated that the German Army was beginning to recover from the terrible defeat in Normandy a month earlier. It asserted, “There is no doubt that the enemy has made a remarkable recovery within the last few days, at any rate in the 21st Army Group area.”16

More ominous was the information in the report regarding the presence of forces around Nijmegen. “It is reported that one of the broken panzer divisions has been sent back to the area north of Arnhem to rest and refit; this might produce some fifty tanks.”17

The report went on to say, “Photographs, together with ground reports from Dutch sources indicate the main direction of German movement is northwest to southeast; not only is the 347 Division down from the north, but it is definitely established that many of the SS training units which were near Amsterdam are now quartered in the excellent barracks in Nijmegen. It is estimated there are 4,000 of these SS troops; moreover, troops are also reported in St. Canisius College and the Marienboom Girls’ School. There is little doubt that our operational area will contain a fair quota of Germans, and an estimate of a divisional strength in this area may not be far wide of the mark.”18

The report used SHAEF estimates of German troop and tank strength as of September 1 on the Western Front. The 42 identified German infantry divisions were thought by SHAEF to contain approximately 130,000 men. The strength of the panzer and panzer grenadier divisions was estimated at approximately 45,000 men in 13 divisions.

Of particular concern to the G-3 plans and operations group was German armored strength. The “Order Of Battle Summary” stated, “The present tank strength is about 250 tanks. The maximum that can be expected in the way of reinforcements is 350, with a possible 15,000 troops, making a total strength in panzer troops of 600 tanks and 60,000 men.”19

Lieutenant Colonel Jack Norton, commanding the G-3 section, had an incredible task to accomplish in a very short timeframe. This would be the largest, most complex airborne operation ever attempted. The 82nd would have to seize enough of the four bridges over the Maas and Waal Rivers and five bridges over the Maas-Waal Canal to create a corridor for the British ground forces, while taking high ground southeast of Nijmegen that dominated the bridges over the canal. In addition, the division had to be concerned about an armored attack coming from the nearby Reichswald, a forest on the German border, just a few miles east and southeast of Nijmegen. And finally, the reported SS troops and refitting panzer division required that the division wipe out any German forces in the immediate area and be concerned with a possible armored attack from the Arnhem area to the north.

There wouldn’t be enough paratroopers in the initial drop on September 17 to capture all of the division’s objectives. Therefore, General Gavin had to prioritize the objectives. “This mission, of course was discussed at great length with the British Airborne Corps Commander (General Browning). About two weeks prior to the receipt of the mission by the 82nd Airborne Division, it had been planned that General [Robert F.] Urquhart’s British Airborne Division would do the job. They had, therefore, devoted considerable study to intelligence reports and to the terrain. The Nijmegen-Groesbeek high ground was the only high ground in all of the Netherlands. With it in German hands, physical possession of the bridges would be absolutely worthless, since it completely dominated the bridges and all the terrain around it. The understanding was therefore reached with British Corps Headquarters that it would be absolutely imperative that this high ground be seized.

“It is a basic concept of airborne tactics that an airhead must first be established, from which further tactical operations can be conducted. This high ground provided ideally such an area. I personally considered it the key to the accomplishment of the entire mission; and thought that even if we were driven off the low ground around the bridges, if the high ground could be held, ultimately the Second Army could accomplish its mission.

“The Grave bridge was considered the most important, and one regiment was committed to it. There was where the first link-up would be made. The bridges over the Maas-Waal canal were to me an obvious necessity, based on my experience in the past, particularly the bridges over the Merderet River in Normandy, when I lost a major part of the 507th Parachute Infantry because of my lack of foresight in seizing bridges that would enable us to maintain some tactical integrity within the division.

“It was obvious that we had to get bridges across the Maas-Waal Canal. Our G-2 estimate of the situation indicated that the major German reaction would be from the Reichswald, up the main highway via Mook and Molenhoek to Nijmegen. If the Germans succeeded in driving in here we were in serious trouble. Seizure and retention of the bridges in strength on the Canal would add to the defensive strength opposing such an enemy effort. Due to the tremendous sector that the division was to hold, it was first considered best not to attack the Nijmegen bridge until all other objectives had been captured and the division well reorganized and well in hand.”20

Because there would be no time for rehearsals, the planning process would not have the benefit of lessons learned during the preparation phase normal to most offensive operations, and would, therefore, take on especially critical importance. Working almost continuously day and night, Lieutenant Colonel Norton and his staff, in conjunction with Gavin and the other staff sections, finished the planning for the operation in an astounding three days, a truly remarkable accomplishment. On September 13, 1944, Lieutenant Colonel Norton issued operational orders on behalf of General Gavin.

All three of the division’s parachute infantry regiments would drop south and east of Nijmegen on September 17. The 504th would land south of Nijmegen, where it would capture the key bridge over the Maas River at Grave and bridges over the Maas-Waal Canal. The 505th would jump south of Groesbeek to capture the town and the high ground between the town and the Maas-Waal Canal. The regiment would also establish blocking positions south and east of Groesbeek to protect against attacks from the Reichswald, a short distance to the east, and along the Nijmegen-Gennep road to the south. The 508th would land southeast of Nijmegen and seize the high ground and establish roadblocks south and east of the city, and upon the completion of these objectives, move to capture the bridges across the Waal River in Nijmegen. The 376th PFA Battalion would land by parachute and would support the division attack, initially being in direct support of the 505th and prepared to support the 504th to break up enemy counterattacks. Company C, 307th Airborne Engineer Battalion, would support the 504th, with Companies B and D assigned to security for the division command post. The pathfinder team for the 325th would mark the landing zones for the glider landings on subsequent days. The remainder of the division artillery, the 80th Airborne Antiaircraft Battalion, and Company A, 307th Airborne Engineer Battalion, would arrive by glider on D+1. The 325th would land on D+2 and assemble in the division reserve area. The other elements of the division would move by water, then over land to join the division.

The assistant chief of staff, logistics (G-4), Major Albert G. Marin, put together the “Air Movement Table,” coordinating the parachute and glider missions with the US Army Air Corps 9th Troop Carrier Command. It would be a massive effort requiring down-to-the-minute planning and precision timing and flying to deliver the forces to proper drop zones at the proper times. The plan for Operation Market (the airborne component of Market Garden) called for 7,250 paratroopers of the 82nd Airborne Division to be flown to Holland by the 50th and 52nd Wings of the 9th Troop Carrier Command in the first lift, September 17. The armada would consist of 480 planes carrying paratroopers flying in 11 serials, followed by one 50-plane glider serial. Each 9-plane V-of-Vs wave in the parachute serials would fly at five-second intervals.

Pathfinders would be used to mark only the drop zone at Over Asselt for the 504th. Two planes carrying the pathfinders would depart from the airfield at Chalgrove, and they would jump at 12:47 p.m.

General Gavin was concerned about the possibility of German armor hidden in the adjacent Reichswald, east of Groesbeek. Therefore, he decided not to have the drop zones for the 505th and 508th marked prior to the arrival of both regiments.

Following the pathfinders and leading the 82nd into Holland would be the 505th and division headquarters, jumping at DZ “N” south of Groesbeek. The 2nd Battalion would lead (arriving at 1:08 p.m.), followed by the 3rd Battalion (arriving 1:10 p.m.), and then the 1st Battalion serials (arriving at 1:12 p.m.). Elements of the 505th Regimental headquarters would accompany the 2nd and 3rd Battalion serials, while the division headquarters and a Jedburgh team would jump with the 1st Battalion.

The 504th would follow the 505th and jump at DZ “O” north of Over Asselt. The 3rd Battalion (arriving at 1:13 p.m.) would lead the regiment, followed by the 1st Battalion (arriving at 1:15 p.m.), and the 2nd Battalion (less Company E, arriving at 1:17 p.m.). Company E would drop southwest of the Grave Bridge at 1:17 p.m. Elements of the 504th Regimental headquarters would jump with all three battalion serials. Companies B, C, and D, 307th Airborne Engineer Battalion, would jump next at DZ “N” at 1:21 p.m., just nine minutes after the 1st Battalion, 505th.

The 508th serials would follow the Engineers and jump at DZ “T” northeast of Groesbeek. The 1st Battalion along with pathfinders for the 325th Glider Infantry Regiment would lead (arriving at 1:28 p.m.), followed by the 2nd Battalion (arriving at 1:34 p.m.), and then the 3rd Battalion (arriving at 1:29 p.m.). Elements of headquarters would accompany all three battalions.

The 376th Parachute Field Artillery would follow the 508th and jump at DZ “N” at 1:40 p.m., giving the troopers of the 307th Airborne Engineer Battalion just nineteen minutes to clear the DZ before the heavy equipment bundles containing the artillery pieces and ammunition would begin falling.

The twelfth and last serial would be made up of fifty C-47s towing gliders in the only glider serial of the day for the 82nd Airborne Division. In twenty-two gliders were eighty-six men, eight 57mm antitank guns, nine jeeps, and two ammunition trailers of Battery A, 80th Airborne Antiaircraft (Antitank) Battalion. The remaining twenty-eight gliders carried elements of the division headquarters, division artillery headquarters, the 82nd Airborne Signal Company, the 82nd Reconnaissance Platoon, Forward Air Controller Team, and a British SAS Phantom detachment. The serial was scheduled to arrive on LZ “N” at 1:47 p.m.

The whole parachute operation would take one hour from beginning to end, and only thirty-nine minutes from the arrival of the first battalion-sized element until the last was dropped.

Lieutenant Colonel Marin’s logistics staff issued orders specifying such things as the number and type of rations to be carried by airborne and seaborne personnel, the amount of gasoline and oil to be carried in each vehicle, the basic load of ammunition for all troops, water, special items such as halazone tablets for water purification, personal hygiene items, and medical supplies. The orders also dealt with the handling of casualties, disease control, burial of the dead, salvaged and captured material, prisoners of war, refugees, traffic, stragglers, mail, personnel reports detailing casualties and effective strengths of each unit, and Red Cross packages. The orders even covered such administrative matters as promotions, decorations, awards, and battlefield commissions. The logistics staff issued orders on September 11 entitled “Air Resupply Plan,” which specified types of supply classifications, the types of parachute canopies for each class (which would facilitate quick recognition on the drop zone of what type of supply each bundle contained), bundle marking, marking of the drop zones, and collection and distribution of supplies.

Major Alfred W. Ireland, assistant chief of staff, personnel (G-1), and his staff had to manage thousands of administrative matters prior to and during the operation. His staff issued the very important document “Memorandum: Passwords,” which covered the first five days of the operation.

The commanders and their staffs of each parachute regiment, glider regiment, and artillery, engineering, and AA battalion used the divisional orders to formulate detailed operational plans and assign unit missions to their companies and platoons. When Lieutenant Jack Tallerday, the executive officer of Company C, 505th was told that the jump would take place in daylight, he was pleased. “Having missed the drop zone by many miles in Sicily, my plane being shot down in Italy, and the ride into flak in Normandy—all these at night, I had confidence in our Air Force to put us in the right area and to assist us in the preparation and defense of the airhead during a daylight operation.”21

On September 15, Captain Carl Kappel, commanding Company H, 504th, listened to an intelligence briefing for officers with the skepticism of a veteran—“the usual old-men-too-weak-to-pull-the-trigger and ulcer battalion stories. I remember the colonel [Reuben Tucker] giving us the rundown on what we could expect, then looking up at us and saying, ‘And don’t you believe a word of it.’”22

As the 504th’s mission was presented, Captain Kappel felt confident that they could do the job. “The regiment at this time was probably at the peak of its fighting efficiency. For the first time since the invasion of Sicily it was able to have an extended period of time for rest and relaxation in congenial surroundings, and an opportunity to train and fit replacements into the organization prior to combat. Morale, always high, was of the best. All units were slightly overstrength.

“Assuming H Company was typical… About fifteen percent were original members of the company, two-time unit citation winners; seventy-five percent were combat experienced; and about ten percent replacements, but were combat experienced during the latter days of Anzio. Five of the officers had been company commanders and three had handled more than one company in heavy action. All were ready for action and anxious for airborne action. Approximately four percent had allied decorations, ninety-five percent had Purple Hearts, and all had Combat Infantry Badges.”23

Captain Kappel and the other assembled company and battalion commanders were given the specifics of the 504th’s mission. “Bridges 7 and 8, across the Maas-Waal Canal, at Malden and Heumen, the highway bridge at Grave, and the division area west of the Maas-Waal Canal were assigned to the 504 Parachute Infantry. The 504 Parachute Infantry assigned Bridge 7 and 8 to the 1st Battalion; Bridge 11 at Grave to the 2nd Battalion. The 3rd Battalion was to clear all enemy movement on the Grave-Nijmegen highway and be prepared to assist the 1st and 2nd Battalions, or both.

“One enemy battalion was known to be in Grave and one battalion was believed to be protecting the bridges across the Maas-Waal Canal. The 3rd Battalion plan of attack was to drop east of Over Asselt on Drop Zone ‘O,’ and reorganize and assemble in the nearby wooded area in SOP [standard operating procedure] perimeter assembly; Battalion Command Post in the center, Headquarters Company three hundred yards north, G Company three hundred yards south, I Company three hundred yards east, and H Company three hundred yards west.

“G Company was to block all enemy movement on the Grave-Nijmegen highway with roadblocks at Lunen and Alverna. I Company was to clear the enemy from their portion of the battalion sector from East Wijchensche Ven, establish roadblocks at Diervoort and contact 1st Battalion in the vicinity of Diervoort. H Company was to eliminate all enemy resistance in the drop zone, screen the assembly of the battalion, establish roadblocks at Mary’s Hoeve and become the battalion reserve upon movement of G and I Companies to their assigned sector.

“The plans were detailed and thorough, as they must be in an airborne operation. Everything must be right the first time. As soon as a unit is committed it must be able to take care of any contingency that might arise. It is too late then to go back for anything that might have been overlooked.”24

The 2nd Battalion, 504th, was assigned the mission of capturing the top priority Grave bridge. Captain Walter S. VanPoyck, the commander of Company E, 504th, was a veteran of Sicily, Salerno, and Anzio. “I had a strong premonition I wasn’t going to make it back. My battalion was given the mission of dropping one rifle company west of the Maas [River], in the vicinity of the town of Grave to secure the southern end of the Grave bridge and to establish a roadblock on the road south of Grave leading to Eindhoven. The remainder of the regiment was to drop east of the Maas.

“Our battalion commander, [Major] Ed Wellems, called us three rifle company commanders together and we drew lots for the mission. I lost, and my company, Easy, was tapped for the job. On the surface, it looked like a very sticky one.

“After the Sicily and Salerno night drops, I personally welcomed a daytime jump. I knew we’d be more vulnerable to ground fire, but I felt the control and assembly advantages in daytime outweighed this. My basic fear was that of jumping too late, landing in the Maas, or too close to the bridge to allow mobility of deployment for our two-fold mission.

“My men hoped this would be our last mission. I never personally felt that the war could end by winter.”25

The commander of the 505th, Colonel Bill Ekman, issued orders for the 1st Battalion to “establish roadblock at Point ‘A’ [Mook], seize and hold railroad bridge at point ‘B’ [Maas River railroad bridge] and be prepared on regimental order to occupy high ground to southeast.”26

Ekman ordered the 2nd Battalion to seize the high ground east of the Maas-Waal Canal and to “establish and maintain contact with 504th Parachute Infantry at canal crossings at points ‘J’ and ‘K’ and if necessary in order to gain contact, assist in the seizure of these crossings.”27

The 3rd Battalion was ordered by Colonel Ekman “to seize and hold Groesbeek. Send reconnaissance patrol at once to ridge line to southwest of Groesbeek, clear and secure LZ ‘N’ for glider and resupply lifts, and secure roadblocks [east and southeast of Groesbeek] as indicated after seizing Groesbeek.”28

Colonel Roy Lindquist, the commander of the 508th, assigned the 1st Battalion the objective of seizing a sector of ground about two and one half miles south of the highway bridge [at De Ploeg].

The 2nd Battalion was given the mission to seize and secure DZ “T”, which was assigned to Company D. The remainder of the battalion would move to occupy a line from Klooster to Hatert to prevent movement from Nijmegen south toward Mook.

The 3rd Battalion was assigned to capture the high ground around Bergen-Dal and Beek. This hill mass dominated the main highway running from Wyler, Germany, to Nijmegen, a natural route for German counterattacks to reinforce or to recapture Nijmegen.

Lindquist was to move to capture the two bridges over the Waal River in Nijmegen after these initial objectives were achieved.

Early the next morning, September 16, Captain Kappel, CO of Company H, 504th, began the all too familiar preparations for the next day’s operation. “Each man was issued a 1:25,000 map of Groesbeek and vicinity, a 1:100,000 map of the Netherlands, a partial pay in Netherlands, Belgium, and German currency, and a Gammon grenade with plastic explosives. As soon as the grenades were fashioned they were collected and kept in platoon piles. Two K rations and one D-ration were drawn. The basic load of ammunition had been issued prior to arrival at the departure base.

“The remainder of the morning was free for men to write letters, visit Red Cross Mobile Units and check personal equipment. The afternoon was spent loading and checking bundle release mechanism, loading and tying of bundles. All bundles had been rolled, loaded, and marked in accordance with Regimental SOP prior to movement to the departure fields. Generally, individual weapons, including BARs and one half the total of rocket launchers, were carried in the hands of the individual. Crew served weapons were dropped in containers.

“The 300 radio was to be carried by the radio operator in a leg bag, with one spare battery. The 536 radios, less batteries, were jumped in the leg pockets of the jumper. The batteries were carried in the same pocket. One set of spare batteries were carried in the field bag (musette bag) of the jumper. Extra batteries for all radios were dropped in the communication bundle.

“Sound power telephones were carried in the leg pockets. EE8 telephones were carried on the jumper. Each platoon carried one half mile, and company headquarters carried one mile of WD 130 assault wire. In addition, four miles of WD 130 was carried in the communication bundle.

“Motion pictures were held in the evening concurrently with pilot-jump-master conferences, CO meetings, and rehashing of each plan of action. The succession of command with the battalions and companies was published in special orders prior to departure to the airfields.”29

Lieutenant Tallerday, the executive officer with Company C, 505th, assisted his company commander, Captain Anthony “Stef” Stefanich, in taking care of the many details required to get the company ready. “Troops were issued ammunition, rations, maps, and orders. Detailed briefings at all levels, using sand tables, maps, and air photos were conducted. Every battalion commander knew the other battalion commander’s mission and plan of attack; likewise, company commanders within the battalion knew the other company commanders’ missions and plans.

“Members of the Dutch Underground, attached to the division, visited each unit, giving valuable details, enemy locations, weapons, communications, state of enemy morale, and part of the political situation. Captain A. D. Beste Breurtije [Arie Bestebreurtije], whose home was Nijmegen, Holland was the main informer.”30

The parachute supply officer with the division’s parachute maintenance company, Lieutenant Stanley H. Heath, was one of the hundreds of men in the division behind the scenes who made the parachute operations successful. “The airdrome was a beehive of activity with several thousand men preparing to jump into combat, many for the first time. Officers and men were fitted into their parachutes, assigned to planes, manifests checked to assure correctness of personnel and equipment prior to takeoff. The supplies and equipment for aerial delivery subsequent to the jump were being readied at the same time.

“Men waiting with parachutes on, some eating candy bars, others writing letters home, hoping to find someone to mail the letter for them. Still others, appearing anxious and disturbed, being visited by the chaplains. Then there were those veterans of other jumps entertaining their sticks with stories to make the men relax and forget about the ordeal ahead.

“As for my part, all the months of planning; the days and nights of readying the supplies and equipment was over. My thoughts and concerns were on the problems of resupply by air.”31

That day, Clifford W. Schrader, Company A, 505th’s first sergeant, showed up at the airfield, surprising everyone in his company. Somehow, he had received word despite the tight security, about the operation. “I broke my leg in the Normandy jump and was in the hospital on September 15th. I bribed a doctor to sign my release so I could get out in time for the jump.”32

Briefings were held for officers, men, and aircrews taking part in the operation. Major James L. Kaiser, the new CO of the veteran 3rd Battalion 505th, had taken command of the battalion after returning from Normandy, upon the promotion of Lieutenant Colonel Edward Krause to regimental executive officer. As the briefing was in progress, Major Kaiser felt the air of confidence the troopers seemed to exude. “My battalion was completely reequipped and shaken down. I was confident of their ability to fight. We were ready.”33

Private Philip H. Nadler from New Jersey, with Company F, 504th, gathered around a sand table with the troopers in his platoon, while his platoon leader, a young lieutenant, conducted the briefing. “With a pointer in his hand he threw back the cover of the sand table and said, ‘Men, this is our destination,’ and pointed to a sign on the table—‘GRAVE.’

“I recall my crack to him. ‘Yeah, we know that. But what country are we dropping into?’”34

For Lieutenant Neal Beaver, with Company H, 508th, the 3rd Battalion briefing was unforgettable. “Colonel [Frank X.] Krebs of the Air Corps gave his briefing; then the weatherman (with a much more formal discipline than the Air Corps). We were very attentive—our lives depended on some of the information.

“Next came our battalion commander, Lieutenant Colonel Louis G. Mendez, Jr. The room was noisy and stuffy and hot. Colonel Mendez stood before that group of his own officers and the pilots and said not a word for at least two or three minutes.

“Then in the dead hush he had created he said, ‘Gentlemen, my officers know this map by heart—and we are ready to go.

“‘When I brought my battalion to the briefing prior to Normandy I had the finest combat ready force of its size that will ever be known! Gentlemen, by the time I had gathered them together in Normandy—one half of them were gone!’ (Tears were rolling down his cheeks at this point.)

“‘I charge you all—put us down in Holland, or put us down in Hell, but put us down All In One Place or I will hound you to your graves!’

“He turned and walked out.”35
  


CHAPTER 2

“THIS MIGHTY SPECTACLE DEEPLY
IMPRESSED ME.”1
 

In the predawn hours of Sunday, September 17, people awoke to the deafening, low roar of bomber engines shaking furniture and windows in homes and buildings all over southern England. From airfields all over southeastern England, 1,094 US and British heavy and medium bombers began taking off to bomb German flak positions, airfields, and barracks in Holland in preparation for the airborne landings. The US Eighth Air Force sent 872 B-17 Flying Fortress bombers, escorted by 147 P-51 Mustangs to hit 117 German targets that lay along the troop carrier routes. The British dispatched 85 Lancaster, 65 Mosquito, 48 B-25, and 24 A-20 bombers, accompanied by 53 Spitfire fighters to attack German defenses on the coast of Holland and barracks at Nijmegen, Arnhem, and Ede.

Only at the airfield at Langar, where the 1st Battalion, 508th, would depart, was there a low overcast. The 1st Battalion’s executive officer, Major Benjamin F. Delamater, III, was awake before dawn. “After an early breakfast the officers attended a final flight briefing on weather, the route, checkpoints, sea rescue measures, expected flak areas, and fighter protection.

“The heavy bundles were then trucked out to the chalk-marked C-47s and swung into the belly racks or placed in the open doorways in the case of the most important items. Until the clouds lifted enough for the 10:00 takeoff, the troopers lolled on the grass, joking and bragging about themselves, their favorite Pubs, or their English girls. Only the unusual number of latrine visits betrayed any nervousness.”2

This would be the fourth combat jump for a good number of the men in the 505th. Most of the veterans, such as Staff Sergeant Russell R. O’Neal, with Company A, shared the same feeling. “All of the old troopers who had come all the way from Africa with me, felt the same as I. I felt that my time and luck was about to run out, in that I had three midnight jumps in combat, Sicily, Italy, and Normandy. I was anxious to get it over with, but was resigned to the fact that my Irish luck was about to run out.”3

Captain George B. Wood, the Chaplain of the 505th, who would be making his fourth combat jump, held a church service early that morning that was well attended by men who would soon be going into combat. “Of the many thousands involved in this largest airborne invasion there were only a few hundred for whom it was the fourth combat jump. We felt like fugitives from the law of averages. I shared the sense of apprehension with my men. On that Sunday morning I gathered as many men for a service as I could. I sought a spiritual motto to fit the occasion and finally decided on the last words from the Cross; ‘Father, into Thy hands I commend my spirit.’”4

Lieutenant Hanz K. Druener was a replacement and new platoon leader with Company D, 504th. “I was somewhat anxious not having been in combat before. However, training with my platoon, which included many troopers and noncommissioned officers who had participated in combat jumps had the effect of [my] looking forward to the operation. Some of the combat experienced personnel mentioned that previous combat had been conducted at night. However, they felt that our superior air cover would keep German fighters out of the sky. In addition, they felt that the problem of reassembling would be made much easier during daylight hours.”5

Just prior to boarding their plane, Private Nicholas W. Mansolillo, with Headquarters Company, 1st Battalion, 504th, was approached by his best friend, Private John T. Mullen. Mansolillo listened as “he told me his life would end during the operation. He had a strong premonition that his number was up. A lot of guys say a lot of things at times. In most cases it’s just talk, nothing to take serious. But in John’s case, the way he talked made you believe it. I felt nothing I could say could change his way of thinking. For deep down inside me I believed with him.”6

Bill Tucker, with Company I, 505th, had been promoted from private first class to corporal just a few weeks earlier. Due to an injury to Sergeant Paul Hill in a practice jump and the illness of his replacement, Corporal Tucker was made an acting squad leader, responsible for the lives of the troopers in his mortar squad.

As a result of his new assignment, he would be jumping last in his stick. “According to the briefing, we had to go at least forty-eight minutes over enemy territory. That was my greatest fear. I had always been afraid of going down with a plane, and as squad leader, I would have to jump at Number 22, the last man in the stick. Lieutenant Richard Degenhardt was our jumpmaster, and Staff Sergeant [James] Robinson was number two.

“While we loaded the plane, I did a lot of walking around and worrying. The worrying was new to me, but it had become my responsibility as squad leader to check the equipment bundle racks under the plane and make sure that the bomb release by the door would release them. As the last man, I had to pull the bomb switch as I jumped, a procedure that ran the risk of a jumper getting tangled up with the equipment bundles after they had been freed.

“About fifteen minutes before we loaded, I noticed a man in a leather jacket standing by the plane’s tail. I got talking to him, and I thought he was part of the ground crew. I noticed his hands were shaking as he smoked a cigarette.

“I was pretty worried about the forty-eight minutes over enemy territory. I mentioned it to him, and he nearly had convulsions. Well, I thought, he must be the crew chief because he was going along with us. Finally, I asked him who he was. He said he was the pilot. The inside of my stomach turned.”7

As they boarded their assigned C-47s, paratroopers of the 82nd Airborne Division looked up and saw the sky beginning to fill with the more than 4,700 planes that would take part in the largest airborne operation in history. The first squadrons of the more than 1,500 fighter escort planes and fighter bombers that would provide protection that day began to fly overhead. It was a comforting sight for the troopers.

At 10:19 a.m., C-47s from six airfields began lifting off the runways at five-second intervals, climbing to altitude, and vectoring to form up into the serial formations. The two pathfinder planes leading the division lifted off at 10:25 a.m., and flew a direct course for Holland and DZ “O.” Lieutenant Bill Meddaugh, the Company E, 505th executive officer, was a veteran of three night combat jumps. “One of our company officers, Lieutenant Ted Peterson had been wounded in the leg in Normandy, evacuated at that time and returned to the company prior to our move to the airfields. He was limping badly and it was obvious that his days in the airborne were numbered. His duties were limited to supply and administration, and he was very helpful during the few weeks prior to our departure.

“It became official however, when we settled at the airfield that Pete was through as a paratrooper. It was a very poignant and painful time for all of us company officers who had served with Pete for the past 18 months and had made three combat jumps with him. It was obvious that he wanted to go with us. I’m sure he felt like he was letting us down as he stayed behind. And we would have liked to have “old Pete” with us. He was dependable and we knew his capabilities.

“It was not in the cards however, and as I strapped on my parachute and the rest of my gear, Pete was there to give me a hand. The word came down to board our aircraft, so I shook Pete’s hand and he wished me good luck. He limped away to say goodbye to the rest of his good buddies as I climbed aboard my plane.

“In a few minutes our engines came to life and we were ready to roll. Planes began to move out of their parking positions and form a long line moving towards the active runway. I was standing in the open door in my customary place looking across the tarmac at what might be my last look at the English countryside.

“Suddenly, there was Pete, running alongside of my plane waving wildly in a frantic effort to get my attention. I waved back through the open door and Pete yelled at me. His words were drowned out by the roar of hundreds of engines, as more and more planes rolled out on the taxiways and began to take off. We picked up speed as we taxied and Pete was soon left behind. I had mixed emotions, which were impossible to sort out during this moment of intense excitement and anxious butterflies.

“But, I must have been thinking, ‘You lucky son of a bitch, I wish it was me staying behind.’ But, I knew I would have felt just like Pete, staying behind would have been unthinkable if there was any choice in the matter. As anxious and nervous as I was I knew I couldn’t be anywhere else at that moment. I had burned my bridges behind me when I volunteered for parachute duty so many months ago. This was where I wanted to be, even if some part of me rebelled somewhat. The die was cast!

“Our takeoff and movement into formation was routine but as always—exciting. We were to fly in a battalion serial, which consisted of three rifle companies and headquarters company—approximately forty aircraft. Each company was carried in nine or ten aircraft depending on total number of personnel on the roster at that time. Each company flew in a V-of-Vs and the four companies flew in trail.

“After circling a few times to tighten up the formation we headed towards the English Channel. What I saw in the next two hours prior to the jump was the most breathtaking and awesome experience I had ever been a part of. Aircraft formations, such as ours, were all over the sky. Three airborne divisions were involved in this operation—all of which were either airborne or close to it at this very moment.

“Takeoff points were scattered all over England from the Midlands to southern England—all converging on the drop areas which were about a sixty mile stretch from Eindhoven, through Nijmegen to Arnhem. In addition to all the troop carriers, squadron upon squadron of fighter aircraft were flying above us to provide protection from German fighters and to suppress flak installations. As we flew along our prescribed route and altitude, other formations, some carrying paratroopers, others towing gliders would pass overhead or underneath on a different heading giving the appearance of mass confusion.

“Standing up in the door of my plane I had a much better view of what was going on around us than the rest of my stick who were reduced to watching through the small windows of the aircraft. I hooked up my static line in case I fell out and stuck my head out of the open door as far as I could to enjoy the magnificent scene. It took my mind off the jump and upcoming fight.”8

After being helped into the plane because of his heavy load, Private First Class James R. Allardyce, with Company B, 508th, managed to turn slightly in his seat in order to get a look out of one of the windows. “Roaring down the runway we saw what were hundreds of planes either airborne or waiting the signal to take off.”9

Lieutenant John P. Foley, a platoon leader with Company A, 508th, sat near the door as his plane rolled down the runway and lifted off. “Takeoff was into overhanging clouds and fog. However, at 1,200 feet we broke through and seemed to be riding above a continuous cover of clouds. After rendezvous and heading for the coast, one could see nothing but C-47 aircraft in all directions.”10

After his plane had rendezvoused with others in his serial, First Sergeant Clifford W. Schrader, with Company A, 505th, looked out the door of his C-47 at the armada in the sky. “I never saw so many planes in the air at one time. We saw bombers and fighters go over and every way you looked you saw troop transports and gliders.”11

Private First Class Arthur B. “Dutch” Schultz, with Company C, 505th, was sitting close enough to the door that he had a good view of the ground below as the immense formation of troop carrier planes flew low over the English countryside. “It was exhilarating to see thousands of people on the ground waving to us as we flew over the British villages and towns. Later, it was reassuring to see the different fighter planes alongside of us.”12

Private Dennis O’Loughlin, with Company E, 505th, “could see some of the damn fools sitting in the open doors of the planes with their feet hanging out. There was some nose thumbing going on back and forth while flying along in formation—a few antitank grenades being tossed out. We didn’t like the ackack setting those things off in the planes. They always sent us more grenades anyhow.”13

As the jumpmaster in his plane, Lieutenant Meddaugh had a perfect view of the one-hundred-mile-long sky train of troop carrier planes and gliders, moving in three columns, ten miles wide. Above and on both flanks of the sky train Meddaugh saw squadron upon squadron of fighter planes of all types—P-51 Mustangs, P-47 Thunderbolts, P-38 Lightnings, British Spitfires, Hurricanes, and Typhoons. “The sun continued to shine brightly and as we passed over the channel it reflected off the water into a blaze of fire. It was a Sunday afternoon that in other times we all would have been off to the local swimming hole for a picnic. But today would be no picnic.

“We crossed over the coast of Holland into enemy controlled territory and I watched the tempo of the mission start to pick up speed. Sporadic small arms fire rose to meet us, but in our immediate formation it was ineffective. I would estimate we were flying about 1,500 feet above the ground. And as I looked out the door I could see Dutch civilians running from their homes and waving to us. I was low enough to see their faces. I waved back. I could imagine their excitement, as it was obvious they recognized us as allied forces—and their liberators! It was a rare form of flattery.

“I was brought back to reality rather abruptly when flak began to burst intermittently around the formation—ugly black puffs of smoke. I began to see fighters diving toward unseen antiaircraft batteries, which added to the overall scene of pandemonium. I clearly remember at one point an air burst exploding straight out from the door of my plane and I flinched—an involuntary but normal reaction I guess. No damage anywhere that I could see and the formation drove on. It wasn’t long before the crew chief came to my position at the door to warn me we were ten minutes from the DZ. I alerted my guys and everyone made their individual last minute preparations for the jump. At four minutes out the red light over the door flashed bright and the show got underway.”14

Following just behind the 505th were the serials carrying the 504th. As the serial carrying Company H, 504th, flew over the flooded areas of the Dutch coast near the Walcheren Islands, they were hit with intense German antiaircraft fire. Underneath one of the planes carrying sixteen troopers from Company H an equipment bundle was hit by flak and caught fire. The bundle contained nothing but Composition C, an explosive and highly flammable substance, used for demolition and to make Gammon grenades.

Inside that stricken Company H plane was eighteen-year-old Private George Willoughby. Private Willoughby had lied about his age and had enlisted in the Army at age fifteen prior to Pearl Harbor. Willoughby would be jumping number two after his platoon leader and was seated across from the open door of the plane. “I could see out. It was only a short time before I could hear the crack of small arms fire and see puffs of antiaircraft gunfire.

“Shortly after, the plane started filling with smoke. As I looked across the plane I noticed Lieutenant [Isadore D.] Rynkiewicz had been hit in the left knee and [Private First Class Norman] Handfield, the BAR man, was hit on the back of his hand. To my right, a trooper was on the floor of the plane.

“I remember saying, ‘Let’s get the hell out of here’ and we started standing up. The airforce sergeant dove out the door of the plane. Within seconds, the plane was so full of smoke you could not see anything. Some men near the cockpit of the plane started coughing, and we were pushing for the door.

“At that time, myself and others fell through the floor of the plane. We were hooked up and when my chute opened, I could smell flesh and see skin hanging from my face and hand. I had released my rifle when the flames burned my hands.”15

Up ahead in the serial, the 3rd Battalion S-2, Lieutenant Virgil “Hoagie” Carmichael, watched anxiously from the door of his C-47 for signs that the paratroopers on board were able to exit the burning plane. “I counted the chutes as they left the plane and saw that after the camouflaged chutes, one white chute came out, which we figured to be the crew chief. Immediately after the white chute left the plane, the plane nose-dived over and apparently at full throttle, at about a forty-five degree angle, plowed into the water, which flooded the land below. Upon impact, a white chute billowed out through the front of the plane.”16

The troopers owed their lives to the courageous pilot and crew of the C-47. Captain Richard E. Bohannan, of the 34th Squadron, 315th Troop Carrier Group, piloted the plane that crashed. Also killed were crew members Lieutenants Douglas H. Felber and Bernard P. Martinson and Sergeants Arnold B. Epperson and Thomas N. Carter.

Badly burned, Private Willoughby looked for any dry area below on which to land. “I looked down and saw that there was only a small strip of land along the road that was not flooded. I started working my chute to land near the road. When I landed, I rolled over and pulled my .45-caliber pistol from its holster and pointed it in the direction of a man near me. He put up his hands and shouted, ‘Hollander.’ I realized he was friendly, so I put my pistol back in the holster, got out of my chute, and crossed the road to see if I could help any of the other men that had landed in the water.

“I saw Donald Woodstock had landed in water about waist deep. As he walked in the direction of the bank where I was standing, he stepped off into a deep trench about four to six feet wide that was around the flooded area. He came up shouting a few choice words and I helped him to dry land. We took off our packs and placed them behind a small house that was empty. Then we started checking on the others. Everyone had done a good job landing on dry land or near the edge of the flooded area.

“We assembled in the small house. Lieutenant Rynkiewicz and Handfield were in the house next door. The airforce sergeant and others went upstairs to keep a lookout for Germans, while the Dutch people took care of our burns. Both of my hands and my face were wrapped with gauze and I looked like a mummy. I could only see out of my right eye. I held my hands up along my chest because it was painful when they were lowered to my side.”17

Lieutenant Megellas, who had witnessed the tragic loss of one of the Company H planes, decided to take no chances. “I gave the order ‘Stand up and hook up’ to my stick and we stood hooked up, ready to go for almost forty-five minutes prior to the actual jump. The purpose of this command, of course, was to have the stick on the ready should the plane be hit. This period of forty-five minutes was a long, agonizing wait for my stick.”18

The 508th serials trailed the serials of the 504th over the coast of Holland. The German air defenses were now fully alerted and had already had a lot of target practice firing at the earlier serials. Lieutenant Woodrow W. Millsaps was the CO of Company B, 508th. “I was standing in the door of my plane as we approached the Dutch coast and as far as the eye could see there were formations of planes—C-47 planes, some of which were towing gliders, and fighter and light bombers from the Eighth Air Corps.

“We immediately came under heavy antiaircraft flak from the coast. I could see the fighter planes dive bombing the gun emplacements, and they were quite effective with their bombs.”19

Captain Robert M. Piper, the regimental adjutant of the 505th, and his CO, Colonel Bill Ekman, were aboard the C-47 leading the division into Holland. Piper “sat in the door looking at the beautiful countryside and the people coming out of churches along the way. Colonel Ekman and I talked about how the various participants had to be successful in order for the armored thrust to make the end run into Germany through the lowlands.

“Things went well for us until we were just a few miles short of Groesbeek, where we were to jump. As we neared the Maas-Waal Canal the antiaircraft fire became intense. We could see the gun crews, as we were only about one thousand feet above the ground. Several good sized holes were put through the fuselage, but because some slow thinking Kraut wasn’t taking a lead, they were all just aft of us in the tail section.”20

Lieutenant Bill Meddaugh, the Executive Officer of Company E, 505th, saw the flash of the red light by the door and began getting his stick ready.

“‘Stand up and hook up!’

“I shouted the command over the noise of the engines and eighteen men struggled with the weight of the equipment they were carrying and got to their feet. Their static lines were hooked to the anchor line cable running the length of the C-47 in the same motion.

“Sergeant Roy Joster who was jumping number two right behind me, was carrying a large radio used for communications with battalion in addition to all his other equipment. He needed help to rise up and get steady on his feet. I had him jump right behind me as I knew he could crowd the door and step out more easily when I exited.

“‘Check your equipment!’

“My next command was hardly necessary as these men were all pros with enough jumps under their belts to be counted on to be properly rigged up. Their safety was their own responsibility in these circumstances—hardly a school jump.

“‘Stand in the door!’

“There was a visible rush as everyone crowded forward and closed up tight behind me and Sergeant Joster. Each man’s reserve chute on his chest, pressed tightly against the backpack of the man in front of him. The slightest gap or interval between each man as he went out the door was multiplied many fold in the spacing between men as they landed on the ground below. Not as important in a daylight jump as it is at night, but good habits are not tossed aside easily.”21

Lieutenant William R. Hays, a replacement and new assistant platoon leader with Company F, 505th, was jumpmaster of his stick as the 2nd Battalion serial approached the drop zone. “About five minutes out, we started running into flak. Since our altitude was only five hundred feet and we were slowing to one hundred miles per hour, preparing for the jump, we were pretty easy targets. As jumpmaster, I was standing in the door where I could get a clear view of all the black flak bursts. I could see every burst, I could hear the fragments as they zinged through the skin of the plane, and I sure wanted that green light to come on telling me it was time to jump.”22

As the 505th neared the drop zone south of Groesbeek, there was a sudden problem. Because of a slight timing problem, the 3rd Battalion serial and the 2nd Battalion serial were approaching DZ “N” at the same time almost side by side. With quick thinking on the part of Lieutenant Colonel Vandervoort, Colonel Ekman, and the pilot of the lead plane of the serial, the 2nd Battalion drop was changed to DZ “T” where the 508th would jump later, giving the 2nd Battalion, 505th, time to clear the DZ before the 508th serials arrived.

Lieutenant James J. “Joe” Meyers, with Company D, 505th, was also a replacement and assistant platoon leader making his first combat jump. “We passed over the Maas-Waal Canal, one of our checkpoints. I watched the lead aircraft in the formation for the silk of Vandervoort’s parachute—our signal to jump. We had descended to drop altitude, six hundred feet above the ground. The green light went on and I saw Vandervoort’s silk appear beneath his plane. I hit the toggle switches that released the parapack bundles, gave the door bundle a shove and followed it out the open door. My parachute opened and I oscillated once or twice before I landed in a large open field along with dozens of other jumpers.”23

As he floated down, Captain Robert “Doc” Franco, the 2nd Battalion surgeon, looked over just as “a man near me, descending at the same speed, was hit. He screamed obscenities at his unknown assailant and promised to get him as soon as he reached the ground—he probably did.”24

Private Michael A. Brilla, with Company F, 505th, was a veteran of the Sicily and Salerno combat jumps. “The lad next to me in the plane was making his first combat jump, and flak came through our plane and cut his leg. I asked him if he wanted to jump or go back in the plane, but he said he would rather jump. So he did, and we patched him up when we hit the ground.”25

Lieutenant Meddaugh watched for the sight of his company commander jumping as his signal to go. “I waited for the green light to flash, the signal from the pilot to jump. But, I watched the other planes in our company formation intently as well; because green light or not, if I saw J. J. Smith jump from the lead plane I would go immediately, to insure the company landed in as tight a formation as possible to facilitate our assembly on the DZ. This was standard operating procedure throughout the battalion.

“As I stuck my head farther out the door I could see hundreds of parachutes in the air and on the ground out in front of the formation—Company D and Company F had led the battalion into the DZ and had already jumped. Adrenaline was flowing—I couldn’t wait to get out of that airplane—my usual instincts seconds before a combat jump.

“Suddenly I saw our six equipment bundles flash by underneath us. ‘Shit, the pilot released the bundles too soon.’ I knew this would make it more difficult to recover heavy equipment on the ground during the assembly phase. No time to worry—things are moving too fast. Let’s get the hell out of here—flak bursts still in the vicinity of our formation. I see bodies coming out of the lead plane to my left front. J. J. has taken off!

“‘Let’s go!’ I turned my head in the direction of the men behind me as I shouted the command and exploded from the door of the C-47. ‘One thousand’—I’m floating, head tucked down on my chest. ‘Two thousand’—my feet start to rise up and the weight of the chute rotates my body backwards as if I am sitting in a reclining chair. The roar of the engines begins to recede and the relative quiet is deafening. ‘Three thousand.’ I can see the silk deploying in front of me; come on baby, do your thing.

“The chute pops open with a bang. God, we must have been flying too fast. It feels like I hit a stone wall. The parachute harness bites in my flesh and my body jerks violently as the brakes go on. The forward momentum slows dramatically and the shock is absorbed in my leg and chest straps. I look up at the canopy and breathe a sigh of relief as I confirm a normal opening and no blown panels. Looks like number fifteen is going to be OK. A quick look behind me and I can see that all the guys in my plane are out OK. The sky is full of silk—what a sight. I turned my attention to the descent—we had jumped higher than planned—probably about 1,500 feet. There was a slight breeze and the DZ was a huge open field with no trees or obstacles that I could see—a piece of cake. Five hundred feet—ah, ah! Do my eyes deceive me?

“A group of four German soldiers are running full speed across the DZ heading towards the spot where I expect to make contact with the ground. Are they after me personally? I frantically tried to reach the .45-caliber pistol in the holster hooked to my pistol belt. My Thompson submachine gun was inaccessible, stowed underneath my reserve chute on my chest. The opening shock had pulled my harness so tight across my entire body that I couldn’t stretch my arm low enough to reach the pistol. I knew I was the most vulnerable when I hit the ground and was still in my harness and watched apprehensively as the group below me continued running like gangbusters.

“One hundred feet—to my relief I could see that my presumed executioners were not the least bit interested in me as an individual as they passed underneath me and continued to run towards the Motherland. One of them was unfastening his cartridge belt as he ran so he could increase his speed. I concentrated on my landing now and gathered myself together for the impact. I landed hard, as usual, but without further incident. I got out of my harness in record speed, threw my pack back over my shoulders and rammed a magazine of thirty rounds of .45 caliber ball into my Thompson. The adrenaline was still flowing but all the butterflies were gone. Our parachutes and C-47s had done their job—transportation to the objective. Simply put, that was their function. We now reverted to our primary role of combat infantry. Elite infantry in our own minds—but infantry, bottom line!”26

A number of wooden flak towers mounting 20mm antiaircraft guns were on the drop zone as the 2nd Battalion landed. Troopers quickly climbed the towers and shot or grenaded the crews who didn’t surrender. In less than twenty minutes, Vandervoort’s men wiped out the flak towers on the drop zone.

After landing, Lieutenant Meddaugh helped to get Company E, 505th, organized and ready to move out to their objective, the high ground overlooking Groesbeek. “The task of assembly, recovering heavy equipment from the equipment bundles, and moving towards our objective got underway with the usual confusion which always followed a mass drop. The SNAFUs were greatly reduced however, since it was broad daylight. We soon discovered we were not dropped exactly as planned but the battalion was organized, oriented on the ground and moving off the drop zone in rapid order. The jump phase of Operation Market Garden was over—and very successfully for E Company: no casualties and only a few minor jump injuries. What lay ahead of us for the next six weeks was to be much more painful and bloody.”27

At about the same moment that the 2nd Battalion, 505th, jumped on DZ “T,” the 3rd Battalion, 505th, dropped on DZ “N” right on schedule. Major James L. Kaiser, the CO of the 3rd Battalion, looked out the door as his battalion’s serial approached the DZ. “Identification of the DZ was certain. I was the lead man in the first plane. The battalion waited until I jumped as the signal [for them to jump]. In my plane the boys were all laughing as I turned and said, ‘Let’s go!’” 28

Staff Sergeant William Blank, a member of Company G, 505th, watched the action below. “I stood in the door all of the way after reaching the coast, watching the fighter escort attack ground targets and watching enemy antiaircraft fire.

“There was a rumor that one of the men wasn’t going to jump. I put him at the end of the stick, just in case. About five minutes out, he came to me and said he had to go to the toilet in the rear of the C-47. I didn’t think he had time and he probably hoped to be in there at the time of the jump. I am happy to say he went in, came out and jumped.”29

Corporal Bill Tucker, with Company I, 505th, was the last man in his stick and responsible for releasing the equipment bundles underneath their C-47. “I was relieved when we got the order to jump, but as I started to go out the door the equipment release did not operate, which caused me to hesitate momentarily and give it a tremendous bang, so that it released. I then literally dove out the door (worrying about being too far off from the rest), the result of which was that my Thompson submachine gun smashed into my jaw and broke two teeth. The parachute risers were so corkscrewed that when they started to unwind I became dizzy.

“I landed just on the fringe of the woods. As soon as I got myself together, I ran about two hundred or three hundred yards across the field to where other members of my squad were gathering. It seems that we took a lot of time getting together and I do remember seeing several aircraft go down. The first thing I did was switch my Thompson submachine gun for Private First Class [Jack C.] Wingfield’s M1 rifle. In Normandy a carbine jammed on me and I swore I’d never again use a magazine fed gun in combat.”30

It was a textbook jump. Major Kaiser’s veterans knew what to do immediately upon landing. “While my Company COs who were all combat and jump experienced, organized their companies for defense and attack, my German speaking S-2 Section moved into Groesbeek without shooting—took twenty-six prisoners by calling for a surrender from the second rate German garrison troops.”31

Lieutenant Walter B. Kroener was in charge of logistics for the 3rd Battalion, 505th. “After jumping I instructed my S-4 Section (assembled from all companies in the battalion) to clear ammo from the DZ. I then proceeded towards Groesbeek in search of vehicles.”32

Colonel Robert H. Wienecke, the 82nd Airborne Division’s chief of staff, was forty years old, one of the oldest men in the division. “This was my second parachute jump. (I’d had one at Fort Bragg.) I had been in a glider that crashed in Normandy and wanted no more of them. I told my orderly, Corporal Kaminsky, that if he would look me up on the DZ and help me get out of the chute, it was worth a promotion. He did, and I had the pleasure of saying, ‘Hi Sergeant Kaminsky, pick up my gear, we must meet the general.’”33

The next unit to approach DZ “N” was the 1st Battalion, 505th, arriving about four minutes after the 3rd Battalion jumped. Lieutenant Stanley Weinberg from New Jersey, a platoon leader with Company B, had a rather close call. “Just before I got up to stand in the door to look for familiar landmarks a bullet came through the floor in the doorway.”34

Staff Sergeant Russell O’Neal, with Company A, 505th, and his stick made a soft landing right on the DZ. “Just as we hit the ground and were trying to get out of our parachutes and get our weapons together, I was watching a P-51 fighter plane dive and strafe some apparent German position near the field where we landed. After a couple of passes a German machine gun made a hit. The fighter plane caught fire and the pilot not being injured by the direct hit on his plane, circled and slid into a safe belly landing.

“He jumped out and ran quickly up to me shouting, ‘Give me a gun, quick. I know right where that Kraut S. O. B. is and I’m going to get him. Now, damn it, I’m going to miss that party I was going to go to tonight back in England.’

“We hated to see his nice pink pants and jacket get dirty. But he had to stay with us for a long time before he was finally sent back to jolly old England.”35

Sergeant Harvill W. Lazenby, with Company B, 505th, made the jump without a hitch. “The most impressive thing that I recall was the Troop Carrier Group that brought us in. They made a one hundred eighty degree turn after the drop, the flak guns were really hitting them. They held their formation while burning and never broke formation until they fell.”36

Right behind the 505th, the 3rd Battalion, 504th serial approached DZ “O” just north of the Maas River. Minutes earlier, Sergeant Albert A. Tarbell, with Company H, 504th, had seen one of his best friends very nearly die. “We were carrying on a conversation with 1st Sergeant Michael Kogut who was seated directly across from us, and the next instant he was lying on his back in the middle of the aisle with a funny expression on his face and wondering how he got there.

“A bullet had come through the seat and on into his chute, missing him, but the impact threw him to the floor. A few seconds later we reached our DZ and he jumped with the chute.”37

Corporal Earl Oldfather, with Company G, shuffled toward the door as his stick dropped on DZ “O.”“I had to release the bundles because I was in the middle of the stick. Thinking about doing that at the right time kept my mind off of the jumping. I released the bundles OK and landed right beside them.”38

Most of the paratroopers landed on the flat, soft, freshly plowed Dutch farmland. Sergeant John R. Duncan, also with Company G, sustained one of the few jump-related injuries. “We landed in an apple orchard near Grave. My chute went into a tree, swinging me into a gully and I landed on one leg, then my back and head. Later learned I had a fractured ankle, torn ligaments in one knee and a fracture of pelvic bones.”39

As the serial carrying the 1st Battalion, 504th, approached DZ “O,” Tech Sergeant Frank L. Dietrich, with Company C, the jumpmaster on his plane, stood in the door looking ahead for the drop zone. “The green light came on and Pierson, a replacement with no previous combat, hit me on the shoulder and yelled, ‘The green light’s on, the green light’s on!’ He continued to hit my shoulder and yell until we reached the proper spot and I jumped. My arm was so sore I could hardly raise it later on.”40

Private Nicholas W. Mansolillo, a member of an 81mm mortar squad with Headquarters Company, 1st Battalion, 504th, was jumping number sixteen and was concerned with landing in one of the canals or rivers. “Remembering past experiences of the Sicily jump… I started to make some plans in preparation for a water landing. I thought of leaving some of my gear behind in the plane, but it seemed that I needed everything. Under the conditions and circumstances, I came to one conclusion, I would take off my reserve, leave it in the plane and mention it to no one, for if word got to our mortar officer, who was sitting by the jump door, he would order me to leave it on regardless of what my plans were.

“The warning light flashed on and the order came down to stand up and hook up, and check equipment. As each man checked each other’s gear, I put my plan to work. For now, it was only a matter of moments before the green light would flash and send us on our way. With ‘sixteen OK’ sounded, I made my move. In a flash, off came my reserve; I grabbed my static line hook. No sooner had I done that, the green light flashed, we started our move for the door. My scheme had worked. It was too late now for anyone to change my plans.

“As I headed for Dutch soil, my reserve was headed back to England. We made a good landing, our entire stick landed on solid dry land a good distance from the river. I was sure happy and relieved it happened this way, for I sure had my doubts about making a river landing. It sure had me worried.”41

A couple of minutes following the 1st Battalion jump, the 2nd Battalion, 504th serial approached with only D, F, and Headquarters Companies jumping on DZ “O.” Company E had the special mission of attacking the southern end of the Grave bridge and would jump south of the Maas River. This was Company D platoon leader Lieutenant Hanz Druener’s first day in combat. “After jumping out of my aircraft I landed in a field and next to a cow, which kept sniffing me while I was trying to get out of my chute. As I was trying to get out of my chute, I looked skyward and saw a C-47 hit by enemy antiaircraft fire and burst into flames before the paratroopers could get out.”42

Captain Victor W. Campana, the commanding officer of Company D, also witnessed the stricken plane crash. “On the way to battalion assembly, I observed a C-47 hit by antiaircraft fire flying even and level with the right wing on fire and then slowly go into a final spin with two or three men falling out. I did not see chutes open.”43

The 2nd Battalion, 504th serial was placed last in the 504th drop to prevent any errors associated with the Company E drop south of the Maas River and the Grave bridge. For that reason Company E was placed at the tail end of the 2nd Battalion serial. Captain Walter S. VanPoyck, CO of Company E, had just one concern about the jump. “My basic fear was that of jumping too late, landing in the Maas, or too close to the bridge to allow mobility of deployment for our two-fold mission.”44

Lieutenant John S. Thompson was a platoon leader with Company E, 504th. “My plane, which was on the extreme right of the V-of-Vs, started to idle its motors as we neared our DZ south of Velp. When the green came on, with everyone in readiness to jump, I noticed that we were directly over a group of buildings and decided to wait a few seconds and jump on a field just southwest of the Grave bridge, which I could plainly see a short distance away. The remaining eight planes jumped on the prescribed signal. As we flew on, the town of Grave could be plainly seen with its high walls surrounding the buildings. Several vehicles were moving north along the highway towards the bridge.

“Then, out we went! The bridge was directly to our front. The jump was without incident, although spasmodic firing could be heard from the town. Assembly of men and equipment was accomplished quickly, although two of the men had landed in a drainage canal and had quite a hard time getting out.

“Radio contact with the company was immediately tried, but we could not get through. Seeing that we were very close to the bridge and that this was our primary mission, I sent a messenger back to where the company was assembling and told Captain VanPoyck that we were proceeding toward the bridge.”45

Meanwhile, VanPoyck was getting his company assembled and attending to one of his men. “When we jumped, Corporal Jon Morris suffered a malfunction—a streamer. He was alive when I got to him. Dutch farmers came out to assist him as we had to move forward.”46

The seventh serial made up of Companies B, C, and D, 307th Airborne Engineer Battalion, would jump at DZ “N” at 1:21 p.m. First Sergeant Roland C. Ziegler with Company D was able to see the action on the ground from his position in the plane. “Captain Chaplinski and I stood in the door watching as the people ran out of churches along the way and were waving enthusiastically anything they could lay hold of. At one point we were fired on by a flak barge, hitting our plane several times. Those P-51 pilots were magnificent, diving through our formation and putting the barge out of action.”47

Lieutenant Woodrow Millsaps, CO of Company B, 508th, was in the 1st Battalion serial, which led the one hundred thirty-two planes carrying the 508th to DZ “T.” “By now we were dropping down to four hundred to six hundred feet above ground and we had about six minutes before the drop. At this point all hell seemed to break loose, for the air was full of flak and three of my nine planes were on fire.

“I was still standing in the door of my plane getting ready for the jump. I knew for certain we were on course, for I had identified several objects on the ground that I had been briefed to look for. By now I could see other planes on fire and one or two planes had crashed and were burning. I noticed that the three planes in my formation that were on fire were still in formation and we were coming over the drop zone. I was worried plenty about the drop and getting my company assembled in the assigned area. So I figured if the men had to jump from the burning planes before they reached the drop zone, they would at least be in the area and would be able to join the company later. But the planes held formation and put the boys out with the main jump.

“About two minutes before the jump, the plane I was in started bucking like a young bronco from concussion of bursting antiaircraft shells. I thought it would crash for sure, or at least make it difficult for the men to jump, since by now we were standing up ready to jump, but found ourselves holding on to the plane for dear life. I knew if we didn’t get out of the planes on time, we would land across the canals over in Germany, since we were jumping just a thousand yards or so from the Holland and Germany border. The plane righted itself just as we came over target and I gave the command to go and we bailed out into the fray.

“Immediately, I could see that I was landing in the midst of farm houses and barns. I knew if any enemy were in the vicinity, they would most likely be in and around the buildings. I landed in an orchard tree with my feet approximately four or five feet above ground. I jumped up and down as best I could, trying to lower my feet to the ground, but that was too slow. So, I took my jump knife and cut the shroud lines from the parachute and dropped to the ground and made a flying leap for the nearest hedge, drawing my pistol and looking in all directions at the same time.”48

Aboard one of the nine Company B planes was Private First Class James Allardyce. “We started to see some flak and the next thing I knew we were standing up, hooking up, checking equipment, and standing to the door. Well, this was what we volunteered for! By now the plane was being buffeted by flak and we could hear pieces [of shrapnel] tearing through the wings now and then. I wished now that we could get out of this sitting duck target.

“Then the green light went on, and we went out sliding through the puke of the bazooka man who had become air sick. When the chute popped open and the canopy checked OK, I suddenly realized how quiet it had become with the roar of the planes further away and only occasional flak sounds. I spotted our battalion’s orange smoke grenades while still dropping, made all the fancy preparations for a textbook landing, and plopped to the ground feet first and then over onto my belly, borne over by the weight of the equipment.

“I yelled to [William V.] Askren, the farm boy from Illinois who was our machine gunner, and together we opened the equipment bundle, he getting the gun while [John M.] Aronis, who had come up, and I got the ammo boxes. Then, we headed to our company’s rendezvous point one hundred or two hundred yards north of the orange smoke grenades.”49

Following a couple of minutes behind, the troopers of the 2nd Battalion, 508th, approached the drop zone. Company F, 508th trooper Private First Class Dwayne Burns looked down the aisle at the faces of the men in his stick, most of whom were replacements. “Most of them are green and this is their first combat jump. I’m in the front plane in our V-pattern of three ships and will be the fourth man to jump. In line ahead of me are the battalion commander, his radio operator, and my company commander, Captain Martin.

“As we near the drop zone, we start picking up flak again. But the fighter planes flying with us peel off and go for the gun emplacements. We see people below on the roads and they wave and dance around. Although the last few minutes have been through flak, we have taken only one or two hits and have had no casualties. We have been standing for some time and now are ready for them to give us the green light. The battalion commander yells, ‘Let’s go!’ and the stick moves forward as one man.

“Then, I am all alone. The tail of the ship passes by overhead and I hear the crack of the canopy as I get my opening shock. I’m floating in bright sunlight and no sound of gunfire, just the steady drone of the ships passing overhead. The time is 13:30.

“I land standing up and with our new quick open harness, I just turn, push the knob and the harness falls away. I’m in the middle of a large field and it looks like all of F Company has landed together.

“I watch the C-47s as they make their turn and head back for England. I can see ships still far out coming in for the drop zone. The sky is covered with parachutes.

“We start opening up the bundles and getting out our equipment. I find my radio and turn it on to see if it made the drop all right. We meet no resistance during our assembly. We hear gunfire, but it is very far away. We joke and laugh as we move out. It’s just like a practice jump in England. It’s hard to believe that we are in German territory, miles from our own front lines. I keep waiting for something to happen.”50

As the 3rd Battalion, 508th, approached DZ “T,” the C-47 carrying Platoon Sergeant Lyle K. Kumler’s Company H, 508th stick was in trouble. “Our plane was hit—one motor out, gas pouring from the wing on the side of the fuselage. Seven men were wounded in the plane. We abandoned ship about a mile from the drop zone. A fighter plane saved our lives.”51

Just twenty minutes after the three companies of the 307th Airborne Engineer Battalion jumped, the 376th Parachute Field Artillery Battalion began to drop on DZ “N.” Corporal Arthur Fransosi, with the 376th, landed without incident. “My lieutenant and myself went to get our equipment pack, which was a few hundred yards from us, and went by a trooper lying on the ground who had hurt himself on landing. We told him we’d send a medic back, and he said, ‘Just roll me on my stomach and I’ll crawl.’”52

At around 1:47 p.m., the last serial consisting of fifty gliders landed on LZ “N,” located on the northeastern portion of DZ “N.” The gliders were carrying division headquarters personnel, elements of the 307th Engineer Battalion headquarters, the division reconnaissance platoon, elements of the division artillery headquarters, the division signal company, a forward air controller team, a British SAS Phantom detachment, and eight critically needed 57mm antitank guns and their crews of Battery A, 80th AA Battalion (antitank).

Major Allen Bedell, the CO of the 307th Airborne Engineer Battalion, was the co-pilot in his CG-4A glider. “The view of the columns of aircraft towing gliders and the returning planes to north of our flight was an awe inspiring sight as they stretched from horizon to horizon.

“I vividly remember seeing a gun position firing up at the planes and gliders ahead of us. Suddenly, on our right side a Spitfire dove on the position with his machine guns firing and I could see the trace of the bullets crossing the ground on a direct line for the position. I saw two rockets fired and watched them streak down to hit in the middle of the position. A few seconds later we were directly over the position and it was a shambles, with the guns knocked over and all the men apparently dead. Either the pilot or I said, ‘They won’t be firing at any more of our planes.’”53

Flying in another glider was Major Alfred W. “Irish” Ireland, the assistant chief of staff for personnel (G-1), one of General Gavin’s trusted staff officers. Ireland had been given the critical assignment of bringing in the antitank guns of Battery A and B, 80th AA Battalion, at 4:00 a.m. on D-Day in Normandy. The experience had been so harrowing that upon reaching the Division CP he had made the comment about the men who piloted and rode in gliders, “those guys don’t get paid enough.”

Now, once again entrusted with the same mission for the Holland operation, Major Ireland, a born and bred paratrooper, found himself aboard a glider flying across German held territory in broad daylight. “We felt like sitting ducks for the German antiaircraft batteries. During the flight over the Channel [coast] and the lowlands several tow planes and gliders were shot down. Riding as co-pilot, I was kept busy checking our route into the LZ. I also kept in touch with Colonel Walter Winton, G-2, via walkie-talkie radio. Colonel Winton was flying in a glider in the formation with mine. We encountered very heavy flak only minutes from our LZ. However, we landed on target and reached our rendezvous point intact.”54

As German General Kurt Student, commander of all German parachute troops, watched the gigantic armada sweep over his positions in front of the British XXX Corps, he was envious of the awesome might of the First Allied Airborne Army. “This mighty spectacle deeply impressed me. I thought with reflection and longing of our own airborne operations and I said [to his chief of staff, Colonel] Reinhard, ‘Oh if ever I’d had such means at my disposal. Just once, to have this many planes.’”55
  


CHAPTER 3

“SITUATION WELL IN HAND”1
 

After Lieutenant John S. Thompson’s Company E, 504th stick had overshot the drop zone, landing closer to the Grave bridge than the rest of the company, Thompson immediately set out with the men he had to capture it before the Germans could destroy it. “We started out working our way down various canals, wading in water up to our necks. By this time, firing from the town and various buildings around us had increased considerably, and there was now fire coming from a camouflaged flak tower on the southern approach to the bridge. As we neared the bridge, we could see German soldiers running to and from a power plant, which was fifty yards due west of the bridge. These men made several trips to the power plant, carrying something in their arms. We waited until their third trip and then raked the ground between the bridge and the power plant with machine gun fire.”2

The balance of Company E, under the command of Captain Walter VanPoyck, assembled almost a mile southwest of the bridge and moved up behind Thompson. They used ditches and a small canal to provide cover against automatic weapons fire coming from Grave and the bridge area.

The rest of the 2nd Battalion, 504th, landed on or near DZ “O” about a mile from the Grave bridge. Company F, followed by Company D, moved along a road that ran from Over Asselt roughly parallel to the river and intersected the Grave-Nijmegen road just north of the bridge.

Lieutenant Martin Middleton, with Company F, led a combat patrol of thirty-five men ahead of the main body with orders to secure the northeastern end of the bridge. Middleton and his men used cover as much as possible to get close to the approach to the bridge. Along the way, they picked up nine prisoners and encountered some fire from a 20mm antiaircraft gun, which was silenced when Private First Class Artie M. Bledsoe hit a house with a bazooka round in the direction from which the fire was coming.

By then, the majority of Company F had arrived near the bridge approach. Captain Beverly T. Richardson moved his company up to the dike and began engaging German 20mm antiaircraft guns that were positioned between the dike and the river and were firing up at anyone who appeared on the dike or near the bridge ramp.

Private Philip Nadler, with Company F, 504th, had twisted his foot on landing and was limping badly as he climbed the dike wall. “We got up on the dike, on the lip of it, and were firing down at the Krauts between the river and the dike. I had practically no view of the bridge from where I was. In fact, I had practically no view of anything. I know my fire at the Krauts between the river and the dike wasn’t too effective. You had to crawl part way on the road running along the dike to get a decent shot and I wasn’t too anxious to poke my head up too high.”3

A light machine gun team set up near Private Nadler on the dike. The machine gunner lay on the dike and poured .30-caliber fire down on the Germans dug in on the flood plain between the dike and the river. Nadler looked over at the machine gunner, who was “firing away, when a bullet hit him, I think, in the left shoulder and went horizontally down his body and out his right buttock. I wondered how the hell they were ever going to evacuate the guy. He was in pretty bad pain.”4

Nadler began to work his way down the backside of the dike toward the bridge as the battle continued. “The fight lasted two to three hours.”5

Thompson had the only force close to the bridge on the south side of the Maas River. “As we worked our way along the canal, we were surprised to see two large trucks coming down the highway from Grave towards the bridge. My leading scout fired at the leading truck, killing the driver. The truck careened off the road with the German soldiers scrambling to get out. The second truck stopped and the soldiers in it jumped out and deployed themselves along the opposite side of the highway. By this time, my men had taken up the firing at these Germans. It was evident that these Germans were endeavoring to escape rather than to engage us. But it was unfortunate that we had deprived them of their transportation. They had taken up firing at us by now, but at the same time they were withdrawing one by one in an easterly direction along the southern bank of the river. We continued to work our way along toward the bridge and we now approached the flak tower, which was very well camouflaged and fortified. Firing from this flak tower still continued, but the fire was now going over my men’s heads. My bazooka man [Private Robert McGraw] worked his way into range and fired three rounds, two going through the slits at the top of the tower. The gun then ceased firing. We were by now very close to the bridge. I sent seven men around the left to reconnoiter the area and the power plant and then work their way over to the bridge. When we overran the power plant, we found four dead German soldiers and one wounded. All they had been carrying was their personal equipment and blankets. I took the remaining seven men and worked my way over to the highway on the right. All communication wires were cut leading across the bridge and a roadblock was set up on the southern approach.”6

Those seven men, led by Sergeant Roy E. Tidd, then managed to sneak up on the other flak tower guarding the bridge, which had twin 20mm antiaircraft guns mounted. When they got close enough, Tidd rushed the tower ahead of his men, as concentrated German machine gun fire from several directions was directed at him. He single-handedly captured the second flak tower, killing one of the crew and wounding the other three.

On the northern side, Lieutenant John E. Schaeffer, with Company D, was ordered to take the ten men with him and move around the right flank of Company F and engage the dug-in German positions around the bridge. They moved west across the Grave-Nijmegen road and then worked their way across open ground to a point west of the northern approach.

Schaeffer then charged a machine gun nest protected by two riflemen who poured fire at him as he came directly at them. Within a few yards of the German positions he opened fire, wounded several of them, and captured all six. He then waved his men forward to guard the prisoners.

While Thompson’s men used one of the 20mm antiaircraft guns on one of the captured flak towers to fire across the river at the Germans manning the flak tower on the north side, Schaeffer assaulted it. Upon reaching it, he found one German dead and he captured two others. He climbed to the top of the tower, where he noticed that Germans were setting up a mortar in a field. He then turned the newly captured 20mm gun on the German mortar crew. Lieutenant Schaeffer’s actions opened the way for D and F Companies to reach the northern end of the bridge.

As Private Nadler arrived there, he noticed one of his fellow Company F troopers, Private Henry Cavello, get up and run ahead of the others onto the bridge. Nadler couldn’t believe what he was seeing. “He’s standing there, waving his rifle back and forth. He’s been firing because I can see the smoke coming out of the barrel.

“‘Come on!’ he shouts. ‘Let’s go! Let’s get across the bridge!’

“It seemed to me there was still some firing going on across the bridge and in the town itself. I wasn’t going to cross any bridge. I figured some idiot with a plunger might be lurking around somewhere, just waiting for his chance. I stayed put. Cavello was shouting to come on and finally my platoon leader shouted to Cavello, ‘Get down, you damned fool, before you’re killed!’”7

With Thompson’s men in control of the southern approach, Lieutenant Martin Middleton, with Company F, 504th, was ordered to take his men across the bridge. Middleton led them double time in single file across on the right side of the bridge road. Bullets were zipping through the air, buzzing like swarms of bees over the heads of his men. Private Leo M. Hart ran as fast as he could across the bridge, fully expecting it to be blown at any moment. “The bridge was all metal. Bullets were ricocheting everywhere off of that old thing.”8

They reached the south side without any serious casualties, where they made contact with Thompson and his men. As Thompson was discussing the situation with the Company F officers, he heard the sound of fast approaching vehicles. “We were surprised to see two automobiles tearing down the highway towards the bridge from the vicinity of Grave. As they neared the bridge, my BAR man could not resist the temptation and fired directly through the windshield of the leading vehicle, killing the driver. The second man in the vehicle tried to escape by running over the embankment, but only got half way. The second vehicle tried to turn around and head back toward Grave, but did not succeed. Three Germans were killed in this vehicle. The remainder of E Company in the meantime had started working their way down toward the proposed site of the roadblock south of Grave. There was plenty of firing coming from that direction.

“With the bridge well in our hands, it was the mission of D Company to pass over the bridge and send heavy patrols into the town of Grave. I was to follow D Company into the town to give them any help that they might need, and after the town was taken I was to proceed on to where my company CP was located. D Company proceeded into the outskirts of Grave where they ran into heavy machine gun and mortar fire. These positions were overrun and D Company was split into three large patrols to enter the town from different directions. Darkness was now falling and there was only small arms fire coming from the center of Grave. I was given the mission of setting up a defensive position on the southern outskirts of Grave, straddling the main highway leading into the town. The remainder of E Company had taken up defensive positions around a strong roadblock one thousand yards south of Grave on the main highway.”9

Captain VanPoyck deployed the bulk of Company E around this roadblock farther south. They dug in on both sides of the roadblock, which consisted of antitank mines laid on the highway. Just before dusk, VanPoyck heard a tank approaching. “Our mission provided for our relief at the roadblock by British armor moving north on the Eindhoven road. Simultaneously, one of my men shouted, ‘Hold your fire, it’s a Limey.’ The tank was covered with camouflage netting and branches with the commander standing in the open hatch. I casually walked toward him, to our great relief. Simultaneously, as he realized I wasn’t German, I realized he wasn’t British. He fired a cannon round at me, which passed close to me and shattered a tree at my right rear.”10

Lieutenant Thompson was later told that “upon hearing ‘British tank,’ many of our men ran from their positions and toward the tank. The fire from the tank caught some of these men, killing three and wounding eleven.”11

As the tank opened fire, Captain VanPoyck jumped into a nearby ditch as the German tank commander “reversed his tank, spraying our positions with machine gun fire. We snapped off two bazooka rounds, one missed, one hit and caromed off without detonating. He successfully escaped around the bend of the road.”12

The highest priority objective for the 82nd Airborne Division, the Grave bridge over the Maas River, had been captured by the 2nd Battalion, 504th, at a cost of only one killed and fifteen wounded. The other objectives for the 504th were the capture of the bridges over the Maas-Waal Canal and establishment of contact with the 508th and 505th.

Upon landing, the 3rd Battalion, 504th, cleared the area in and around DZ “O.” The battalion then pushed north and west, establishing strong roadblocks on the Grave-Nijmegen road and forming a perimeter from the Maas River at Neder Asselt, extending roughly parallel to the Grave-Nijmegen road, which was within the perimeter.

A platoon of Company G was attacked by two tanks and approximately forty German infantrymen and was forced to withdraw a short distance. But otherwise, the 3rd Battalion met light resistance and achieved its initial objectives with few problems.

Company C, 504th, was assigned to capture Bridge Number 8, which crossed the Maas Canal near Blankenberg. Captain Albert E. Milloy, the commander of Company C, got his officers and men assembled on the DZ, and together with sixteen additional troopers attached from Headquarters Company, they moved out toward the bridge. Along the way, they picked up a mortar squad from Company B that was part of a stick that had been misdropped and brought them along. Speed was the key to capturing the bridge, so Milloy moved his company directly to the bridge via the road. “The company moved out in platoon columns northeast by north along a secondary road until it was within one thousand yards of Bridge 8. At this point, a platoon of Company A, which had landed east of the drop zone, cut across the company’s line of march, drawing small arms fire from the bridge.

“Germans on the road southwest of the bridge were firing. The company moved north two hundred yards and set up mortars and a base of fire. While the 2nd Platoon, under Sergeant William L. Reed, built up a support position, the 1st Platoon was ordered to make a frontal assault on the bridge down the road to Dijk. As the 2nd Platoon put down a base of fire, the 1st Platoon started up and ran into Anderson, [the] Headquarters Company commander, and his BAR men pinned down by enemy fire.

“The 1st Platoon moved up faster than expected under fire and the base of fire was stopped when one of the noncoms reported that the 1st Platoon had reached the woods west of the bridge. As the 1st Platoon reached the woods, I moved forward with the 2nd and 3rd Platoons. As they swung right, the 3rd Platoon was pinned down by sniper and automatic fire. Staff Sergeant Frank Dietrich, 3rd Platoon Sergeant, sent word back that the platoon could not move. I crawled up to the 3rd Platoon, then sent word for the 2nd Platoon to move up.

“At 16:15 hours, just as Staff Sergeant Fred E. Gonzales, 2nd Platoon Sergeant, 2nd Lieutenant Wilton L. Baraff, 3rd Platoon leader, and the 2nd Platoon BAR team dashed toward the bridge, the bridge went up in smoke.”13

With Bridge Number 8 blown, the capture intact of Bridge Number 7 took on critical importance. Company B, 504th, commanded by Captain Thomas B. Helgeson, was assigned Bridge 7, the southernmost bridge, where it crossed the Maas-Waal Canal at one of the locks, due east of the Grave bridge. Captain Helgeson got his men assembled quickly and set out for the bridge with a machine gun section from Headquarters Company attached. Helgeson also chose the most direct route to the bridge. “We traveled along a paved road due east, with a ditch of about two by two feet on each side of the road. The route was interspersed with dense apple orchards.”14

About 300 yards from the bridge, apple orchards lined both sides of the road, providing some cover to within about 150 yards from the bridge. The ground rose slightly the last 100 yards before the bridge, making the bridge itself about 20 feet higher than the surrounding terrain. The ground to the left of the road approaching the bridge was elevated about three feet and the ground to the right of the road dropped off, providing defilade all the way to the dike and the bridge.

As Company B approached the bridge in column along the ditches on each side of the road lined with apple trees, the German guard detail of approximately fifty men opened fire with rifles and machine pistols. But as the leading platoons emerged from the cover of the apple trees lining the road, they were hit by machine gun fire, causing them to take cover in the ditches.

As the German machine guns opened up, Captain Helgeson could see one of his NCOs up ahead get hit. “Sergeant Lawrence Blazzeni was killed on the road. Machine gun fire was coming from a house on the island, cutting branches of trees on the road. Technician 5th Class Larrabee and Private First Class Robert R. Jetton fired four bazooka rounds at the house, but none went off. They fired four rifle grenades (two smoke, two HE). The HE exploded, but the smoke did not.

“Initially, Lieutenant William Meerman, 3rd Platoon, had his men closest to the bridge, about one hundred yards away on the left side of the road. Lieutenant Meerman was pinned down behind the elevated ground to the left side of the road and protected against machine gun and rifle fire coming from the bridge and the island. This elevated ground had a row of barbed wire [about three feet high], which ran from the road for about five hundred yards along the canal bank.

“The ground dips down on the right side of the road. The 2nd Platoon, led by Lieutenant [Maurice] Marcus and Lieutenant [James R.] Cummings, got into this depression. A group of eight men led by Lieutenant Marcus and Corporal [Charles E.] Nau, with Lieutenant Cummings met no opposition and went on to the dike and placed a light machine gun at the point where the barbed wire began at the dike. The machine gun manned by Pritchard, [Private Charles] Piazza, and [Sergeant] Shelton W. Dustin covered the bridge. A second machine gun was set up midway between the barbed wire juncture with the dike and the road along the dike, also covering the bridge.

“Lieutenant Marcus decided to get across the bridge. Marcus, Cummings, and eight men did so about 15:00. Lieutenant Marcus gave the signal to move, and the machine gun at the juncture of the dike and the barbed wire fence opened fire. The men crossed the dike, which was about five meters high, [and] ran across the sloping ground in defilade, firing as they went, at the house and the bridge.

“While Lieutenant Marcus and the others were going across the defilade, I ordered twenty-six men of the 1st Platoon to the top of the dike where they occupied German dug holes. The purpose was to build up a base of fire to cover the crossing. All men fired at the crossroads beyond the bridge and down the road. They had three BARs besides the machine guns already set up.

“At the same time, I ordered one squad of the 3rd Platoon, under Lieutenant Meerman on the other side of the road, to move forward as far as possible and build up a base of fire. One machine gun was placed about ten yards from the road on the elevation, firing at the house on the island. [Meerman] also put one BAR about twenty-five yards from the road around the curve of the elevation to fire the same mission. Another light machine gun was put at the edge of the orchard under Private First Class Clark M. Comin to fire on the same mission.

“I ordered Lieutenant Henry C. Dunavant, executive officer, to move his two mortars behind the houses on the right of the road and fire on the house on the island. The mortar observer, Private Lee Cox, went to the junction of the road and the dike and directed mortar fire. They fired about twelve rounds, which pinned down the enemy.”15

Knowing that it could be blown at any moment, Lieutenant Marcus and his men stormed the bridge. From his position, Captain Helgeson saw them reach a flight of concrete steps that led from their cover behind the dike up to the bridge. “Lieutenant Marcus, Lieutenant Cummings, and Corporal Nau got to the steps, then the corporal went up the steps, ran across the bridge, and when he got half way over Lieutenant Marcus started across.”16

Corporal “Butch” Nau led the assault force forward, firing as he ran across the bridge. The Germans concentrated their automatic weapons fire on Nau as he came toward them, the bullets cutting his jump suit. Corporal Nau overpowered six German guards, quickly killing or wounding them before they could blow the bridge.

The remaining Germans on the bridge took refuge in the control house on the manmade island that lay in the center of the lock bridge. Captain Helgeson watched Nau and Marcus continue running across the bridge firing as they went, through a hail of German automatic weapons fire. Helgeson saw that “when Nau reached the end of the bridge, Lieutenant Cummings started across. There was fire on them all the time, but they didn’t know the direction from which it came.

“Technician 4th Class Orie A. Burnett, radio operator, started across, and he and Lieutenant Cummings caught up with Marcus. Just as Burnett caught up he was hit in the neck. Burnett then handed the radio to Marcus and ran back across the bridge. He was hit at the other end of the bridge, this time fatally.

“Lieutenant Marcus turned left to get to a sand pile on the northeast side of the road and was seriously wounded, falling in front of the pile, pinned down. The ground here again, was in defilade. Nau was in a hole in this corner.

“Sergeant Jerry M. Murphy and two men attempted to cross the bridge by running across, but Murphy was killed at the far end of the bridge. The other two men were not wounded—Privates Farmer and Eggrie. The Germans seemed to be picking off officers and noncoms. Lieutenant Hewitt also ran across. Sergeant Lowe, with the 2nd Platoon attempted to cross and was pinned down midway, but dashed on over after awhile.

“In the meantime, six men from the 3rd Platoon, under Lieutenant Meerman and Sergeant Dustin, got across the dike and built up a base of fire along the road leading to the bridge and covering the island enemy positions. Lieutenant Meerman ordered Sergeant Dustin to prepare to attack the house on the island about 17:00. They, with nine men, moved across the road behind the powerhouse, intending to assault the positions. They got around the corner of the powerhouse and met heavy fire from the enemy positions, so they retired behind the powerhouse again.

“There were three men across the bridge. At 16:30–17:00, Lieutenant Smith took across a boatload of six men and a medic. They were fired at during the crossing, but no casualties were suffered. There were then eleven men on the far side, and they were pinned down at the crossroads beyond the bridge.

“I sent out a patrol of eight men at 18:00 under Sergeant Kellogg to the houses on the west side of the canal on the north side of the bridge. The patrol got there, occupied the houses, and fired on the island.

“Lieutenant Meerman and Sergeant Dustin, with nine men waited until 19:30 (dusk) for the attack. The German positions were fired on by rifle fire. The men were in defilade and in the darkness and weeds, so there was little return fire. They came out from behind the powerhouse on its right hand side and moved into a skirmish line. They infiltrated west along the bank so they could throw grenades into the German positions. Private Edward Schultz fired rifle grenades at German positions while other men moved and took a German machine gun position.

“Sergeant Dustin threw a Gammon grenade through a window into the house and another at a German who came up from a nearby dugout. He called on those in the dugout to surrender—there were two officers and ten or twelve noncoms, plus five civilians in the dugout.

“A young boy in civilian clothes came out and said the officers and noncoms were afraid to come out, lest they be shot. Sergeant Dustin went down after them and got one officer who could speak English to call on his men in the house and other positions further north to surrender. He did, and they came out with their hands up. They got between thirty-five and forty prisoners. It was then about 23:00. One man, [Private Edward J.] Schutt was killed. There were no wounded. Six killed and one wounded for the whole operation.”17

For their extraordinary heroism in the capture of the first bridge across the Maas Canal, Corporal Charles Nau was promoted to sergeant, and he and Sergeant Shelton Dustin were both awarded the Distinguished Service Cross. With the capture of the Grave bridge and the Heumen lock bridge, the 504th had secured the vital bridges that would allow the British XXX Corps to advance to Nijmegen once they reached the southern edge of the 82nd Airborne Division’s area of operations.

Private George Willoughby, with Company H, 504th, and the troopers of his stick had barely escaped with their lives from their burning C-47 over the coast of Holland earlier that afternoon. The badly burned Willoughby now had to confront a new challenge. “It wasn’t long before a truck came down the road with some German soldiers in it. They stopped between the house that Rynkiewicz and Handfield were in and the house we were in. They dismounted and some came in the direction of our house. One of the Germans threw a potato masher type grenade at the window. It bounced off and [shrapnel] struck the one in charge in the leg. He jumped around like he had a broken foot. Someone waved a white piece of cloth out the window and we were taken out of the house. We were loaded on the truck and driven to a small town, where we were herded into a building and questioned by a German officer. I was hurting so bad I moved to the side of the room and lay down on the floor. It was getting late in the afternoon by the time the questioning was over. We were loaded onto an old school type bus and traveled all night, arriving in Utrecht [Holland] the following day. Mark Kaplan and I were sent to a field hospital located in a big church in town. In the hospital, we met up with two troopers from the 101st Airborne Division. There was also a British trooper who had been blinded by a mortar round from German fire at Arnhem.”18

The only troopers from Lieutenant Rynkiewicz’s stick to escape were Private First Class Everett R. Rideout and Private First Class Walter P. Leginski, who were hidden by the Dutch Underground.

In the 505th area, the 2nd Battalion assisted Companies G and H in capturing Groesbeek, and then moved to secure Hill 81.8 west of the town. The 3rd Battalion mopped up the town, then moved to establish a defensive line to the east and southeast consisting primarily of roadblocks, and sent a strong reconnaissance patrol into the Reichswald to look for German armor that was rumored to be hidden in among the trees. Fortunately, the patrol found no German tanks.

The 1st Battalion had two primary objectives: a railroad bridge over the Maas River and the high ground and Gennep-Nijmegen highway on the southern end of the division’s perimeter. Lieutenant Harold E. Miller, commanding Company B, 505th, was assigned these two objectives. “The 1st and 3rd Platoons were at the CP at 17:00 and the 1st Platoon set out for its objective at 17:30. They saw Germans dug in on a line northwest to southeast about two hundred fifty yards. These enemy troops offered little resistance and thirty-three prisoners were taken. Having done this, the 1st Platoon with a battalion machine gun section and regimental demolition team attached, moved out to its objectives. It went to the railroad [tracks], got on the road leading southwest, turned and headed for the bridge. They were then about four hundred yards from the bridge and were fired on by small arms.”19

When the Germans opened fire, Sergeant Harvill W. Lazenby took cover in a ditch to the side of the road. “I got a small arms bullet in my left ankle and it almost took my foot off. We had taken some prisoners prior to that out of the little signal building up on the railroad by the track, and they were both killed in the attack. The Germans were holding the bridge, but at the same time they were setting demolitions.”20

The volume of German fire pinned down Lieutenant Miller’s men. “Private Donald E. Simonds and Private Isaac Cook were killed, and Sergeants Harvill W. Lazenby, Frank S. Kochanek, and Private First Class Santiago H. Esparza were wounded. One squad [led by Staff Sergeant James Elmo Jones] flanked to the right to overrun positions from which the fire was coming… and then came on to the bridge. The remainder of the platoon got to the bridge, which was blown just as they reached the railroad tracks. The platoon had captured seventeen prisoners. The Germans blew three 40mm flak guns [at the north end of the bridge]. The platoon then took up positions at the bridge and the road, laid mine fields at the junction of the road and the railroad tracks, and put up a roadblock two hundred yards northwest and also southeast of the bridge along the main road. The roadblocks consisted of two BARs each. They blocked the southern road near the bridge with large concrete blocks which the Germans had intended for that purpose.”21

Meanwhile, Lieutenant Stanley Weinberg, commanding the 2nd Platoon of Company B, moved out with his platoon for their objective, the high ground near Riethorst and Plasmolen. As the platoon approached Plasmolen, the Germans blew up an ammunition dump to prevent it from falling into the hands of Lieutenant Weinberg’s men.

After clearing the town of Germans, Lieutenant Weinberg took half of the platoon and crossed to the south side of the Gennep-Nijmegen road. With Lieutenant Morris P. Guerrant, the assistant platoon leader, taking the other half of the platoon on the north side of the road, the platoon moved west toward Riethorst, fighting a heavy, close combat engagement as they advanced. Lieutenant Weinberg left Sergeant Johnny Heggood, the 2nd Squad leader, with half of the squad and a .30-caliber machine gun to establish a roadblock at Plasmolen facing east.

Just as Lieutenant Weinberg’s platoon moved west out of Plasmolen toward Riethorst, a German staff car heading east on the highway toward Germany approached. Weinberg and his troopers shot up the Opel staff car, killing a lieutenant colonel (Oberstleutnant Siegfried Harnisch) and capturing his driver and a major.

At around 4:30 p.m., two machine guns from the attached Headquarters Company section were being placed just west of Sergeant Heggood’s roadblock for security to the west along the Gennep-Nijmegen road, when a German scout approached on a bicycle. The scout was killed, but a large group of Germans moving toward Riethorst were alerted by the firing and put mortar fire on the two machine gun crews and six riflemen supporting them. The Germans formed into a skirmish line and charged toward the position. Sergeant Fredrick W. Gougler, leading the Headquarters Company machine gun section, sent a runner to contact Lieutenant Weinberg to request help. The machine guns and riflemen were able to repulse the German attack, but were forced from their position by accurate German mortar fire. Weinberg’s mortar squad and half of a rifle squad were sent to support the troopers at the machine gun positions.

As soon as he landed on DZ “N,” Gavin and the division headquarters group proceeded to the previously selected CP location in a wooded area west of Groesbeek where the road intersected the railroad tracks from Nijmegen. Gavin was accompanied by Captain Arie Bestebreurtje, the Dutch liaison officer, and some engineers from the 307th Airborne Engineer Battalion. Gavin and Bestebreurtje took the point, moving at a fast pace along a sunken road that ran through a thick pine woods. As they passed a drainage ditch that intersected the road perpendicularly, a German machine gun positioned there fired straight down the ditch, narrowly missing Gavin and Bestebreurtje.

Bestebreurtje hadn’t seen the machine gun before it opened fire. “We both dropped immediately, but I realized we couldn’t stay there for long—we were sitting ducks. I began crawling to the left, thinking, ‘Now, I’ve got to apply what I’ve learned.’”22

Gavin carefully crawled up to the top of the high dirt embankment on that side of the road, where he peeked over and found himself no more than ten yards away from the German machine gun, still pointing down the ditch toward the road.

At the same time, Bestebreurtje moved around the flank of the German machine gun position. “I don’t know how far I crawled, but suddenly I saw the German machine gunner stick his head up, looking. His face stood out stark white. He hadn’t tried to darken it, to camouflage it.

“I raised my carbine and fired. My shot hit him right in the center of the forehead.”23

The other German manning the machine gun immediately surrendered. General Gavin walked over to Bestebreurtje and congratulated him, then the group continued on their march to the command post location.

By late afternoon, Lieutenant Colonel Vandervoort’s 2nd Battalion, 505th, had dug in around Hill 81.8, which overlooked railroad tracks that ran from Nijmegen through Groesbeek and east into Germany. Around dusk, Vandervoort’s troopers heard the sound of a locomotive approaching from the direction of Nijmegen moving toward Groesbeek. Everyone was so taken by surprise that they just stood dumbfounded as the train passed. Moving through Groesbeek, the train startled the 3rd Battalion, 505th, troopers as it chugged on its way into the Reichswald and beyond. Orders were immediately issued to stop any other trains that attempted to pass through the area. Sergeant Spencer Wurst, with Company F, 505th, had attended demolition school, so he and his squad were ordered to mine the tracks. All of the antitank mines had been allocated to the 1st and 3rd Battalions, so Wurst improvised by having his men very carefully mold the Composition C from Gammon grenades on sides and tops of the rails. This was done in darkness, where one wrong move would result in the whole group getting killed or wounded. The mines were then armed, and the group returned to their positions.

At approximately 6:00 p.m., after clearing Riethorst, Lieutenant Weinberg sent Sergeant Heggood to the 1st Battalion CP to report his situation. Major Talton W. “Woody” Long, commanding the 1st Battalion, 505th, responded by sending reinforcements to assist in the defense. “Much activity in the Reichswald area seemed to make imminent an attack. The 1st Platoon of Company C [led by Lieutenant Harold L. Gensemer] was detached and sent to reinforce the 2nd Platoon of Company B at Riethorst.”24

Company C, 505th, had been designated as the regimental reserve after having assisted in clearing the drop zone earlier in the afternoon. Later that evening, Lieutenant Richard H. Brownlee, an assistant platoon leader in the company, was bedded down with the other men in the platoon under some discarded parachutes when Lieutenant Gensemer told him they were moving out. When they arrived at Riethorst, Brownlee and the other officers discussed how they would position their men to defend the area. “We decided to split the hill, with Weinberg and what was left of his group taking the south end and we would take the north end. The hill was about one hundred yards long and about fifty to seventy-five yards wide. It was topped with a residential type building in the shape of a Dutch windmill. It had quite a few trees on it and one other small building.

“Lieutenant Weinberg had set up a roadblock at the south end of the road fronting the hill, and at about 1:00 a.m. we decide to set up a roadblock in front of our [Company C] position. While Lieutenant Weinberg, the platoon sergeant, one or two automatic weapons men, and myself were discussing where we would place our weapons, we heard the sound of hobnailed boots coming down the road. We knew there could be no British in the area, so we dropped where we were to await developments. I was thinking [it would be wise] to let the Germans [go] on by and we could have them between Weinberg’s roadblock down the road and ours behind them. Just as the head of the column of Germans—estimated at about twenty-four—reached even with us, one of my boys yelled, ‘Hands up’ in German—they didn’t.

“In the ensuing skirmish I had my field glasses shot from around my neck and a bullet which glanced off of the stock of my Tommy gun struck me in the right side at my belt line. One of my riflemen was shot in the right side at the same time and seriously wounded. After this fracas we moved our wounded back up on the hill.”25

A couple of hours after the Allied airborne landings, SS Gruppenführer Wilhelm Bittrich, commander of the II SS Panzer Corps, correctly assessed the goal of Operation Market Garden: getting across the Rhine River at Arnhem. Bittrich knew that the key in defeating the operation lay in Nijmegen. If he could stop the Americans and British from crossing the Waal River, he could halt the advance of the British Second Army and could defeat the British 1st Airborne Division at his leisure.

He assigned the Nijmegen area to the 10th SS Panzer Division and the Arnhem area to the 9th SS Panzer Division. Bittrich ordered his most ready and mobile force, the 9th SS Reconnaissance Battalion under SS Hauptsturmführer (Captain) Viktor Gräbner, to move from its barracks north of Arnhem immediately to Nijmegen. The battalion was attached to the 10th SS Panzer Division for use against the Nijmegen area landings. In addition, Bittrich directed Kampfgruppe Euling, which had been transferred from the 9th SS to the 10th SS a week earlier, to follow the reconnaissance battalion and proceed to Nijmegen, where it would stop any attempt to capture the bridges over the Waal at Nijmegen.

Gräbner’s battalion of forty vehicles moved through an almost deserted Arnhem and quickly moved the ten miles to Nijmegen. They crossed the Arnhem bridge at around 6:00 p.m., about an hour before British Lieutenant Colonel John Frost’s battalion of paratroopers arrived and secured the north end of the Arnhem bridge.

Upon his arrival in Nijmegen, Gräbner reported by radio that he did not see any enemy paratroopers in his movement from Arnhem to Nijmegen. At Nijmegen, he found troops of Kampfgruppe Henke, under the command of Colonel Henke, the commander of the Hermann Göring Fallschirmjäger Training Regiment in control of the city and the highway bridge. Kampfgruppe Henke consisted of three understrength companies of Ersatz (Reserve) Battalion 6, a company of the training regiment, the staff of an NCO training school, some men from miscellaneous military police units who normally guarded bridges and railroads, and a few flak guns and their crews that provided air defense around the bridges.

Colonel Henke was organizing a defensive perimeter around both bridges over the Waal and had dispatched a number of squad sized units to provide outposts in order to provide early warning of any movement by the paratroopers into Nijmegen.

Finding no imminent threat to the Nijmegen bridges and receiving a radio report that British paratroopers had captured the north end of Arnhem bridge, Gräbner left a few half-tracks to bolster the defense of the Nijmegen bridges. He took the bulk of his force to Elst, about halfway between Arnhem and Nijmegen, where he would be in radio contact and could move his force quickly to either sector.

Upon landing, the 508th moved to clear LZ “T” for the next day’s glider landings, capture the high ground southeast of Nijmegen, and establish positions to oppose any German attack from the Nijmegen area. Company D cleared the landing zone, while Companies E and F seized ground south of Nijmegen near De Hut, to stop German movement south from Nijmegen along the Gennep-Nijmegen road. The 2nd Battalion was then to send a force to capture Bridge 10 and establish contact with the 504th along the northern end of the Maas-Waal Canal.

The 3rd Battalion, under the command of Lieutenant Colonel Louis Mendez, Jr., captured the high ground east of Nijmegen around Ubbergen, Beek, and Berg-en-Dal.

The 1st Battalion, commanded by Lieutenant Colonel Shields Warren, Jr., moved to De Ploeg, southeast of Nijmegen, to prevent German attacks from Nijmegen toward Groesbeek. Colonel Lindquist had been given orders by General Gavin that the 508th was to move into Nijmegen to capture the highway bridge if practicable after capturing the initial objectives. The 1st Battalion arrived at De Ploeg, three miles from DZ “T,” at approximately 6:30 p.m., five hours after landing.

Lieutenant Colonel Warren ordered his men to dig in facing northward. “C Company was in battalion reserve, and A and B Companies occupied the MLR [main line of resistance]. As the battalion was organizing the MLR, a combat patrol consisting of Lieutenant [Robert] Weaver’s platoon of C Company was told to move into Nijmegen, investigate resistance in and around the bridge, and radio back on the strength of the bridge defenses. Lieutenant Weaver was given an SCR 300 [radio] from battalion headquarters for this purpose. Lieutenant Weaver was further instructed that if the bridge was undefended, or lightly defended, to secure it, and immediately [send a] radio [message to] battalion.”26

About 8:00 p.m., Lieutenant Colonel Warren received an order from Colonel Roy Lindquist. He was told that his 1st Battalion was to capture the Nijmegen highway bridge. It was an order that Warren wasn’t expecting. “This was the first time the battalion was told it was to secure this bridge. By the time the battalion minus [Company C] was assembled from its rather wide defensive positions, it was well after dark.

“A Dutch Underground worker [Geert van Hees] who had contacted regimental headquarters had stated that the highway bridge over the Waal River was defended by a noncommissioned officer and seventeen men. This Dutch patriot also volunteered to guide the battalion into the town.

“The route into the bridge area was selected in consultation with the Dutch civilian. When I suggested the most direct route to the bridge, on the concept that speed was most important, the Dutch civilian pointed out that that route was covered by an 88mm gun, and that the street was very narrow. He suggested a route nearly as short, which followed a broad boulevard into town, and then swung east into the bridge area from the flank. He also pointed out that this route went by the Underground Headquarters in the city, who could give us the last minute information on the bridge defenses. Working on the theory that… the Dutch civilian was loyal, we could gain much [time], since no member of the unit had been in this large city before, [but] lose only a few minutes of time if he wasn’t. Another contributing factor was the knowledge that the combat patrol under Lieutenant Weaver was using the other route. If it was open, and the one the battalion used was blocked, the two were not so far apart that the movement could not be changed enroute.”27

Warren chose the route suggested by the young Dutchman. He then gave the orders to his company commanders to begin moving into Nijmegen. Captain Jonathan E. Adams, commanding Company A, 508th, still did not have all of his company assembled from the drop. “At this time we were still short two sticks, but had the machine gun section of Battalion Headquarters Company attached to us, plus Battalion Staff. It was beginning to get dark. We moved out to the IP [initial point] and waited for B Company.

“It was about ten o’clock I believe when I was told to go ahead anyway. By this time it was pitch black. We checked several houses along the way where the Dutchman said German soldiers might be, but found nothing.”28

As the lead platoon reached Groesbeekseweg and Fransestraat, Adams saw tracers from a German machine gun as it opened fire on the point. “The first shots fired wounded Lieutenant [Fred H.] Layman, platoon leader of the leading platoon and killed Lieutenant [Boyd A.] Alexander, his assistant. Because of the confusion resulting, I had to pass my 2nd Platoon under Lieutenant Lamm through the 1st Platoon.”29

Farther back in the column, Corporal James Blue and the others in his platoon took cover as they saw those tracers coming down the street. “Corporal [Roy B.] Lewis jumped into a foxhole that another trooper had already occupied. This trooper had fixed bayonet and Corporal Lewis struck his leg, cutting the artery. Corporal Lewis died before he could receive proper medical aid.

“From this action we took the lead, my squad taking up the point. As we neared the town of Nijmegen a Dutch Underground agent was dispatched to us (the point). He worked with Private Walter Dikoon (the squad scout) that was preceding the squad [by] twenty-five to fifty yards. The Dutchman was using a bicycle and would ride forward to the next block, report back to Dikoon that all was clear; in turn Dikoon would inform the point and we moved forward. This Dutchman was very helpful and instrumental in the movement of our battalion through Nijmegen that 17th of September night. As we entered Nijmegen on the Groesbeek road one block from the Mook intersection, the Dutchman reported to Dikoon that a German machine gun was set up facing in our direction. This is where the Dutchman was moved aside. We told him to take cover and we moved forward.

“About this time a lieutenant from battalion joined the point and located himself in the middle of the street. As we moved forward, someone warned the lieutenant not to move along the middle of the street, but he did not take heed. Our squad [the point] was broken down into two groups, each group moving along the opposite sides of the street staying very close to the houses and picket fence.”30

So far, it appeared to Warren that they might be able to grab the huge highway bridge without much of a fight. “The movement into town, with A Company leading—point out front—was uneventful until the point reached the traffic circle in the city where it was to swing right toward the bridge. The time was a little after 22:00 hours. A sharp ‘Halt,’ unmistakably in German, came through the dark.”31

Corporal Blue and the men in his squad continued to slip quietly up both sides of the tree-lined boulevard, when the silence was suddenly broken. “A German MG-42 opened up; you could see the tracers ricocheting off the cobblestone street. The first burst got the lieutenant in the leg. We ran and pulled him along the iron picket fence.

“My first thought was they got Dikoon. But now a BAR opened up, up front and Dikoon came running back and reported that he had knocked out the machine gun crew. At this time and place here came Lieutenant Colonel Shields Warren (the Battalion CO), Captain Jonathan E. Adams, CO of A Company, and Lieutenant Foley up to the point to see what the situation was. Colonel Warren said, ‘Good work men, keep the ball rolling.’

“Dikoon moved up to the intersection, moved right and we are one block from the Keizer Karel square [traffic circle]. As Dikoon moved forward he was killed outright by machine gun fire from the square. In the meantime we heard motors warming up at the square.

“Lieutenant Lamm [platoon leader] of the 2nd Platoon called for two rocket launchers. These two teams came up immediately and were placed along the curb. All troops were ordered off the curb along side the picket fence.

“At this time a half-track moved forward loaded with German SS troops and came abreast of the rocket launcher teams; both opened fire at the same time. This disabled the half-track, and all the SS troops jumped off the vehicle and ran in all different directions. Our orders were not to fire if we came to close combat. We were to use trench knives and bayonets. Most of the 1st Platoon had been moved inside the fence and between the houses. Here is where Company A, 508th, did some hand-to-hand combat. These SS troops were jumping the fence and trying to get away.

“Private First Class Ray M. Johnson from Munsford, Alabama and myself were between two houses which were very close together. Private First Class Johnson was armed with an M1 rifle with fixed bayonet and was ready for business. It happened that the CO of the SS unit (a captain) jumped the fence and was trying to make his get-away by the way of our two buildings. We saw him coming.

“I said to Johnson, ‘Get him with your bayonet.’ As he came between us, Johnson gave him a thrust and completely missed him. The M1 dislodged from Johnson’s hands. I was armed with a Tommy gun and trench knife. I had my trench knife out and I had to get this German. At the rear of these two houses was an interlocking tall wooden fence. I came up to his rear trying to make a decision as to contest him with my short trench knife or let him have a short burst from the Tommy gun. I chose the latter, because that trench knife seemed mighty short at that time.

“I knew I couldn’t let this German get on the other side of the fence. He could have destroyed us with grenades. When I fired a short burst (three rounds), Lieutenant Foley sounded off, ‘Who in the hell’s firing the Tommy gun?’

“I sounded off, ‘It’s me.’ He knew who it was and that closed that chapter. In the meantime, a self-propelled gun fired two rounds in our direction and moved from the circle.”32

Lieutenant Colonel Warren now ordered Company A to: “Attack, secure the traffic circle, and block all entrances to it from the west.

“A Company immediately attacked as ordered, bogging down in the fierce fire and hail of grenades just beyond the traffic circle. The company took a number of casualties, and became somewhat confused in the darkness, so it was ordered to hold what it had gained.”33

The Company A troopers pulled back, occupying the buildings on the southern half of the Keizer Karel traffic circle while they reorganized. The Germans were positioned in buildings on the north side of the circle and were dug in along the sides of the intersecting boulevards.

After the fierce firing had died down, Corporal Blue noticed a good deal of movement to his front on the other side of the roundabout. “I reported this to Platoon Sergeant [Sherman] VanEnwyick. He told me to take two men and feel out the situation and see what is coming off. I took Ray Johnson and McMillan, moved across the square facing the street that led to the train station.

“It is here that we stopped and listened to see if we could detect any sound or movement. We were standing by a large foxhole dug by Germans. While standing there listening, we heard the cocking action of a German MG from across the street and we knew what was to follow. McMillan dove for the hole with me following closely. As I landed in the hole and looked up, I saw Ray Johnson falling toward the hole. The tracers from the German MG provided enough light for me to know they were striking him. Johnson fell on me, mortally wounded. Here within two hours, two of my basic training comrades had been killed. ‘Mac’ and myself were in a hell of a position in this hole and something has to be done. The Germans had spotted us and were throwing grenades trying to hit the hole and they were coming close.

“Mac says, ‘Blue, do something.’ At this time I’m on top of the hole. I pushed Johnson’s body aside, reached for a phosphorous grenade, pulled the pin, and threw it in the direction of the MG position. It went off and lit up the area as usual. I could hear the MG crew breaking down the gun and going out of action. I called back for our machine guns to open up and they did. They fired bursts over us in the direction of the Germans’ previous position. At this time I called back to cease fire. We returned to our line and shortly another MG opened up to the front of 3rd Platoon. There were several casualties, one being Private First Class James R. Benton. Benton received approximately seventeen MG bullet wounds in the right arm, side, and leg.”34

With the attack of Company A blunted by strong German resistance, Lieutenant Colonel Warren ordered Company B to move up on the right flank of Company A and continue the attack. “B Company promptly complied with the order and ran into severe resistance, and was stopped by the intensity of the fire. In the meantime, the Dutch civilian had disappeared.

“At this stage, the Germans counterattacked, partially overrunning A Company, which was not completely reorganized from its initial attack. The German attack was stopped, B Company’s reserve platoon committed to cover the sector occupied by A Company, and A Company was pulled back and reorganized.

“At this time a runner was sent back to regiment (the SCR 300 radio would not carry over the five miles to the regimental CP) to inform the regimental commander of the situation and request release of the remainder of the battalion to battalion control. In the meantime, A Company’s reorganization was completed, and another plan of attack evolved where B Company would attack to its front, while A Company moved around the right to try for the bridge again. B Company’s attack would keep the German forces pinned, and cover the flank and rear of A Company. The attack went off as planned, and A Company had advanced to within about four hundred yards of the bridge.”35

In addition, Captain Adams was ordered to seize the post office, which the Dutch underground had told them contained the demolition controls for the highway bridge. Assigning the mission to the troopers of his 2nd Platoon, Captain Adams accompanied them as they moved through the dark streets toward the post office. “About one block before it, we ran into opposition. However, it was light and did not delay our progress. The building in question was assaulted. There were quite a few Germans in it, but nothing to give an indication that it was a control station. It was set afire and we started back. One man had been killed and two wounded. When we approached the traffic circle [just south of the highway bridge] we found that it was now occupied by Germans and we were fired upon. We tried to circle around and approach from a different direction, but each time we kept getting cut off. Up to this time we had been moving rather freely because the Germans could not identify us in the dark.”36

It was during this attack by Company A that Staff Sergeant Alvin Henderson was killed while leading his men. Henderson, the platoon sergeant of the 2nd Platoon, had been a one-man army up to that point. He had killed two Germans in hand-to-hand combat, bayoneted four more, destroyed four machine gun nests, and helped capture six prisoners.

When the 2nd Platoon was hit with machine gun fire while moving toward the bridge, Staff Sergeant Henderson moved forward and destroyed the German positions. Then, as the force entered the Keizer Lodewijkplein just south of the bridge, Henderson destroyed two machine gun positions and forced the withdrawal of the crew of a third machine gun in the traffic circle. Henderson was killed moments later as he courageously ran through a storm of automatic weapons fire to throw a phosphorous grenade into a German strongpoint located in a building fronting the traffic circle. Staff Sergeant Alvin H. Henderson would later be posthumously awarded the Distinguished Service Cross.

Lieutenant Colonel Warren’s third attack of the night was stopped. “Another German force not in contact with B Company, counterattacked, isolated most of A Company’s 2nd Platoon under Lieutenant George Lamm, and the company commander, Captain Adams, who was up with his lead elements. The remainder of the company again became disorganized, and fell back on the B Company position.”37

The Germans began to set nearby buildings on fire to prevent infiltration during the night. The light from the flames silhouetted anyone on the streets, making them easy targets for German machine guns and snipers. Unable to bypass several German strong points, Captain Adams, Lieutenant Lamm, and the 2nd Platoon took up positions in an abandoned warehouse.

At dusk, Lieutenant Colonel Louis G. Mendez, Jr., commanding the 3rd Battalion, 508th, expected to be ordered the following morning to attack and capture the Nijmegen bridge. “In order to reconnoiter for a possible move north, I sent G Company under Lieutenant [Russell C.] Wilde into the city on his own initiative with orders to advance as far as possible toward the bridge. The company approached the city from the southeast and after passing through the outskirts, it held up for the night in a parkway.”38

After recovering somewhat from the shock of the airborne landings, German commanders in the area knew that the paratroopers had to receive reinforcements and supplies by air until the British forces could arrive. Therefore, they ordered all available infantry and flak units in the area to move to the edges of likely landing and drop zones to oppose the resupply and reinforcements expected the next day. Infiltrating from the Reichswald during the night, the Germans positioned 20mm antiaircraft guns and machine guns on the edge of these fields sited to cover the landing zones. It was imperative that the Germans be forced back from the landing zones before the gliders arrived the next day.

As the sun set on the troopers in the 505th sector southeast of Groesbeek, Staff Sergeant Clarence Prager, with Company I, 505th, took an eight-man machine gun section, a bazooka team, and thirteen riflemen with him and moved to the edge of the Reichswald. Prager had been ordered to establish four outposts in order to protect the glider landings on LZ “N” the following morning. As Prager and his men approached the forest they encountered enemy machine gun nests, which opened fire on them. Prager personally destroyed two of these machine gun positions, then led the troopers in assaulting the remaining enemy, who were routed after a fierce firefight.

Prager then set up three outposts and took several men to establish a fourth, where they encountered a numerically superior German force. They attacked and drove off the Germans occupying the position and established the fourth outpost. Corporal Harry J. Buffone was with Prager at this outpost. “We could see Germans about a hundred yards down the road, waving to us to come down to them to surrender. Before we knew it, we were surrounded.”39

German forces in overwhelming numbers counterattacked the small force manning the outpost. Prager ordered Buffone to get the BAR team moved back to the third outpost, while he personally held off the Germans with his Thompson submachine gun.

Buffone had just begun to pull the men back when he heard the sickening, unmistakable thud of a bullet impacting a human body. Buffone quickly looked back. “Sergeant Prager got shot in the face. I dragged him off of the road, leaving him, for I knew he was dead. I then got my squad back to our own lines.”40 Corporal Buffone was awarded the Silver Star and Staff Sergeant Prager was posthumously awarded the Distinguished Service Cross for their valor.

Despite the loss of brave men like Sergeant Prager, by midnight the division had achieved almost all of its objectives while suffering few casualties. Tucker’s 504th had captured the Grave bridge and Bridge Number 7 over the Maas-Waal Canal intact, providing a land route for British forces to link up with the division, and had established a perimeter to the northwest across the Grave-Nijmegen road. The 505th had cleared Groesbeek and the high ground to the west; established a defensive perimeter from the Gennep-Nijmegen road near Riethorst to Horst, to defend against attacks from the Reichswald; and had cleared the Landing Zone “N” for the next day’s glider landings. The 508th had captured the high ground at Berg-en-Dal, established a perimeter that ran north from Kamp to Wyler, cleared Landing Zone “T” for glider landings the following day, and had driven to within a few hundred yards of the Nijmegen highway bridge. Of all of the major objectives, only the capture of the Nijmegen bridges over the Waal River remained, and there was optimism that this objective too would fall in the morning.

At the “Champion” CP that evening, General Gavin received situation reports regarding the day’s action. “During the night all three parachute regiments reported they had the situation well in hand.”41
  


CHAPTER 4

“WE’VE COME A LONG WAY…
TELL THE BOYS
TO DO A GOOD JOB”1
 

Prior to dawn on September 18, Lieutenant Lloyd L. Polette, Jr., a platoon leader with Company F, 508th, received orders to capture a new objective. “I received instructions from the battalion commander [Major Otho E. Holmes] to remove my roadblock south of Nijmegen and move to Bridge Number 10, take the bridge, and organize a defense. My platoon moved out about 03:30. I had twenty-five men.”2

A section of the 2nd Battalion Machine Gun Platoon was attached to Polette’s platoon for the mission. Lieutenant Jean H. Trahin, the assistant platoon leader, led this section. “The unit moved out at 04:15. The unit contacted Lieutenant [Lynn] Tomlinson’s [Company D] platoon on the roadblock at Hatert at the break of day, and moved on to carry their mission.”3

Lieutenant Polette and his platoon arrived in the vicinity of the bridge at dawn. “We proceeded without opposition to within three hundred yards of the bridge. It was just breaking day and the light was in our favor. Germans started firing on us with machine guns, rifles, and light mortars. This was inaccurate due to the light. We continued to advance as fast as the situation permitted. My lead scouts advanced within one hundred fifty yards of the enemy’s positions. By this time the light was clear enough for the Germans to increase the effectiveness of their fire. My platoon was pinned down within one hundred fifty yards of the bridge.”4

Eight troopers were killed and several wounded as the Germans poured fire from the area around the bridge and from across the canal into the flank of the troopers as they advanced north along the east bank of the canal. Polette’s platoon, now down to half strength, took out a number of Germans inside a house along the canal bank with bazooka and machine gun fire.
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Lieutenant Daggett, the assistant platoon leader, wasn’t optimistic that the few remaining men could capture the bridge. “The situation looked entirely hopeless to me. No one but a guy like Polette would even consider trying to take the bridge with such a small force.”5

As courageous as Lieutenant Polette was, he knew he didn’t have enough men left to break through the German defenses around the bridge. “I immediately sent a runner back to contact Lieutenant Tomlinson. Lieutenant Tomlinson was in contact with battalion with a 300 radio. He was on a roadblock about one quarter mile to my rear, which was south. The message was for mortar fire so some of the pressure could be taken off the platoon. Ten minutes later I sent another runner with the same message.

“I had set up all my machine guns and BARs to return the fire, but after firing only a few rounds the machine guns were knocked out by mortar [fire].

“From time to time we could observe Germans walking, or attempting to get on the bridge. We kept them at disadvantage with rifle fire. It was apparent that the enemy was attempting to destroy the bridge. About 10:30 the enemy blew their charges, destroying the railroad bridge and tracks, but failed to destroy the highway bridge.”6

A section of 81mm mortars arrived at approximately 11:00 a.m., under the command of Lieutenant Edward V. Ott, with Headquarters Company, 2nd Battalion. The section sergeant, George W. Fairman, set up the mortars and began firing on the German positions. “The mortars fired some seventy-five rounds of ammunition on targets; bridge, pillbox, buildings, and small woods.”7

As the mortar fire rained down on the German positions, Lieutenant Polette could see some of the Germans starting to pull out. “We fired on enemy soldiers that were withdrawing. I had lost control of my platoon, so I withdrew about three hundred yards to the rear, along a road with a few trees. I reorganized and with twelve men of my platoon and Lieutenant Tomlinson’s platoon, also Lieutenant Ott’s mortars, moved back to the bridge.

“There was no one from the 504th assisting me in the attack. On returning to the bridge, we found a group of civilians, also several men of the 504th who told us there were more 504 men on the west bank of the canal. We set up a defensive position, remaining in position until recalled by battalion around 17:30 that afternoon.”8

The capture of Bridge Number 10 had been a costly affair for the small force assigned to seize it. Over half of Lieutenant Polette’s twenty-five-man platoon and all of the machine gun crews from Headquarters Company were killed or wounded. For his extreme courage under fire and outstanding leadership in the capture of Bridge Number 10, Lieutenant Lloyd L. Polette, Jr., would later be awarded the Distinguished Service Cross.

Around Hill 81.8, Lieutenant William R. Hays, with Company F, 505th, heard the sound of a freight train approaching from the direction of Nijmegen just before dawn. “First the machine guns opened up; then it hit the Gammon grenades, which derailed the train. The engine came to a stop with steam hissing from the holes made by the machine guns. My guys went charging down the hill to shoot up the Germans on the train. I remember them bringing a German officer back who spoke English and was offended that even though he was wounded, they made him hold his hands up. He didn’t get much sympathy; in fact, he was told that if he put his hands down, he would be shot.”9

At sunrise on September 18, Companies A and B, 508th, held positions near two traffic circles on the main road leading to the highway bridge, with Company A, 508th, near the Keizer Lodewijkplein traffic circle a few hundred yards south of the bridge. Captain Jonathan Adams, commanding Company A, 508th, found himself and his 2nd Platoon in a warehouse, cut off and out of contact with the remainder of his company. He had spent a frustrating night, attempting to extricate his platoon. As dawn broke, Adams had to make a difficult decision of whether to attempt to break through to his company in broad daylight. “I decided to hole up in the day time and make a break the next night.”10

At dawn on September 18, Lieutenant Howard A. Greenwalt’s platoon led Company G, 508th, into Nijmegen. “On the outskirts we found a German hospital, [and] after clearing it of all weapons and leaving a guard, continued into the town. My platoon was advance guard and after moving about five blocks into the city we were stopped by intense sniper fire. Captain Wilde decided to move to the right with two platoons, using my platoon as a base of fire for the maneuver.

“After the captain left, Sergeant [Stanley E.] Stevens and I, with three men moved behind the buildings and managed to dislodge the snipers. The platoon then moved forward and upon approaching the circle just forward of the southern approach to the bridge destroyed a roadblock being constructed and killed about seven Germans working on it. The platoon again advanced and upon reaching the traffic circle met with heavy mortar and 88mm artillery fire. Having already lost five men in the advance and being but one platoon in strength, I decided to stand fast and await contact with Captain Wilde.”11

In Nijmegen that afternoon, Lieutenant Howard A. Greenwalt’s platoon from Company G, 508th, was deployed in some buildings around the traffic circle in front of the highway bridge. They had made it to the traffic circle early that morning, but hadn’t had the strength to capture the bridge. Lieutenant Greenwalt awaited the arrival of reinforcements. “Contact was made with the remainder of the company at 15:30 and the approach to the bridge was assaulted immediately. Direct artillery fire from the opposite bank held up the assault. Reorganizing for another attempt, the company was notified to withdraw to Berg-en-Dal and we returned to battalion reserve at that position late the night of the 18th [of] September.”12

At about 7:00 a.m., Lieutenant Richard H. Brownlee, an assistant platoon leader with Company C, 505th, moved down the hill overlooking the Gennep-Nijmegen road, which ran through Riethorst and Mook on the southern flank of the 82nd Airborne’s positions facing the Reichswald. “After we reconnoitered the area we decided to set our roadblock up consisting of a team of BAR men with mines scattered on the road in front of them.

“Shortly after having placed our roadblock a German Mark IV [Ostwind] with the turret cut off and twin 40s mounted, moved down the road from the north. Our two BAR men engaged the tank and received for their efforts a direct hit from the tank, killing both men. We tried to hit the tank with bazookas, but could not damage it.

“When things quieted down a bit I returned to my foxhole, for I was still bleeding from where I had been shot in the side the night before. As I was dressing my wound, I felt a sharp protrusion in the wound and after digging around with my finger, finally found the copper casing from the lead bullet and removed it.

“Our FO [forward observer] was using the windmill as an observation post and except for the fact we were continually taking a beating from heavy artillery, small arms fire, and mortars, he was laying in good, aimed fire. After some hours of this, the Dutch windmill was totally destroyed along with the FO, radio operator, and his runner.

“We had been receiving extremely heavy and accurate fire from mortars, and one burst caught four of my boys in a shell hole, destroying the bodies so badly we buried them in a common grave.

“We were ordered to retire from the hill. We left what prisoners we had and also our dead and started back to battalion. We were gone only a very short time when we were ordered to move back on to the hill and again take up our positions. After we were back in our positions, we again started to receive very heavy fire from the tank with twin guns mounted. He was really stripping trees—and men.

“Corporal [Dock W.] Allison took a bazooka to the forward south edge of the hill on a level with the tank to try to get it. But because it had sheets of steel [mounted on the sides] around its treads he couldn’t damage it.

“Several of men on top [of the hill] tried to throw Gammon grenades down into it without success. How Dock kept from getting killed by the tank when he was firing the bazooka, I can only guess. The fact that the tank could not depress his guns enough to reach sure helped.

“Lieutenant [Gensemer] was calling fire in on the concentration of infantry, forming one hundred yards to our front. But the artillery was rationed to five rounds per fire mission, which was not much good when you used three rounds to zero in on the target.

“I went to the forward edge of the hill at one time and one of the riflemen was aiming very carefully and using all of the accepted techniques for prone rifle fire. After watching for a while he pointed out to me where his field of fire was. There was a space in the dense trees ahead about twenty-four inches clear. If any German crossed this area, he was dead. He had accounted for eighteen that morning.

“At one time we could see a large group of infantry moving across our front to the west. I started running to the platoon CP to call battalion for help, and on the way was helped along very rapidly by an ME-109 which was strafing the hill, and as far as I was concerned had it in for me personally. I got to the platoon CP in a headlong plunge. I called Captain [Charles] Paterson at battalion yelling for help and received for my efforts, advice that we were to hold.

“We were finally given orders to fight our way off the hill, and return to our company, which was on the front line in another sector. The enemy had us zeroed in real well along the route of egress that we had chosen, mostly with machine guns in enfilade. I told my boys that Lieutenant [Gensemer] would lead us out and I would bring up the rear. I told them under no circumstances were they to stop—even if one of their buddies was hit and knocked down, because if they stopped, there would be just that many more killed.

“About half way across, one of my boys stopped, stepped to the edge of our escape route and stated that he could see no Germans. He was killed instantly by German fire from a machine gun.

“I started out at the end of the group again. After we had reached comparative safety where we weren’t under direct fire, I realized Sergeant [Sylvester] Meigs and his mortar squad wasn’t with us. I had to go back in and look for them, and one German machine gunner and I had a wonderful game of tag. Every time I would raise my head and yell for Meigs, he would answer me with a burst from his gun and I would dive for cover. Couldn’t find Meigs, and I was afraid this boy with the machine gun might get lucky, so I went back to the group.

“While we were waiting to go to battalion to receive our new orders, one of my men by the name of [Private First Class Raymond] Gonzales, asked permission to go back along the ridge we had just left to pick up the wounded we had left and remove them back to the hill. I told him I would not ask him to go, but if he wanted to at his own risk, and would join us later, ‘All right.’

“He returned to us later and when I first saw him I thought he had been seriously wounded. He was covered with blood from top to bottom and physically beat. He told me he had not been hit, but it was blood from the men he had carried back from the hill. All of the time he was working with and carrying these men back for medical help, he was under fire. Both [Gensemer] and I tried to get him his country’s highest honor for this action, but he had to settle for—I believe—the Bronze Star. We didn’t have enough rank.”13

In the 3rd Battalion, 505th sector, three companies of German infantry moved out of the Reichswald and hit the Company I roadblock at about 8:30 a.m., driving it back about two hundred fifty yards. The fighting continued throughout the morning and into the afternoon.

Shortly after sunrise, Lieutenant Norman MacVicar, the CO of Company D, 508th, called his platoon leaders to his command post on the north side of DZ “T.” Lieutenant Robert L. Sickler, the leader of the 3rd Platoon, was informed that gliders were due to begin landing at 2:00 p.m. Company D was to move to the eastern end of LZ “T” to engage and pin down any attacking German forces as far from the landing zone as possible. Sickler was then informed of the company’s dispositions. “The 2nd Platoon was to occupy positions at Voxhil facing north and east. The 1st Platoon was to dig in east of Lerkendaal along the Kamp-Wyler road. The 3rd Platoon was to protect the right flank from the nose of the ridge directly west of and overlooking Kamp. The command post was to remain in its present location. This placed each of the platoons over a thousand yards from the company command post, and extended the company front to over a mile.”14

Lieutenant Sickler led the 3rd Platoon to their assigned sector and they began to dig in. He sent a two-man patrol to Groesbeek to contact the 505th. Sickler then “called the company commander on the SCR 536 [radio], and reported that we were on position, digging in, there were no signs of enemy activity, and that a contact patrol had been sent to Groesbeek. The company commander replied with an order for the 3rd Platoon to reinforce the 2nd Platoon at Voxhil with two rifle squads immediately. He told me to stop at the command post enroute, and he would orient me further. Leaving the platoon headquarters, one rifle squad, and the mortar squad on position, I moved back up the draw with the two rifle squads as ordered, taking the platoon SCR 536 radio with me. Reporting in at the command post, I found the situation to be extremely vague.

“The company commander had received a radio message from the 2nd Platoon stating that it was in trouble and needed some help. That was all. The company commander had been unable to raise a response since that time. The 2nd Platoon had not stated whether it was under attack, or whether it had merely sighted the enemy and anticipated attack. Neither the number of enemy or the direction of attack had been stated. The company commander had also attempted to contact the 1st Platoon with no success. He decided to send me, with my two squads to Voxhil to report back by radio immediately on the existing situation. He decided to accompany us about half way down the Hooge Hof road, taking with him his SCR 536 radio and a messenger. From that point he dispatched his runner to contact the 1st Platoon.

“As we left the road within about two hundred and fifty yards of the 2nd Platoon position, we were fired on suddenly by two machine guns from the group of buildings at Voxhil. The fire caught us completely by surprise, and two men were killed instantly. The remainder were pinned rather helplessly in the open field. The fire was not returned immediately because the guns were obviously American LMGs [light machine guns], and it was believed by all that the ‘nervous’ 2nd Platoon had opened fire, mistaking them for the enemy.

“This hope was short lived however, as a third gun opened up, and its high cyclic rate identified it unmistakably as German. Fortunately, we were well dispersed, and the field in which we were pinned was planted with sugar beets ready for harvest, with the rows running perpendicular to the line of fire.

“I called to my two LMG teams to crawl down the rows to the road on which we had left the company commander while the riflemen covered their withdrawal. This road offered twelve to eighteen inches of defilade. From that point, they could fire on the enemy while the remainder of the two squads withdrew in the same manner. This was accomplished with the loss of two riflemen.

“As the last of the riflemen and I reached the road, the company commander crawled up with more bad news. His runner had been unable to locate the 1st Platoon, and they still did not reply on the SCR 536.

“It was obvious that the 2nd Platoon had been surprised and quickly overrun. The whereabouts of the 1st Platoon was entirely unknown. The remainder of the 3rd Platoon, with the badly needed mortar, was a mile away, entirely unaware of the situation, and with no means by which I might communicate with them.

“At this time a force of Germans estimated at two platoons was observed approaching from the north in attack formation, swinging wide around Voxhil from the direction of Wyler. They had apparently been committed as a maneuver element to flank the [two] 3rd Platoon [rifle squads], in our original position in the sugar beet field west of Voxhil.

“Due to the change in position [from the field to the road] of the [two] 3rd Platoon [rifle squads], [the two German platoons] found themselves making a frontal attack. As we took them under fire, they commenced firing, and continued to advance by fire and movement. The fire of the 3rd Platoon was shifted entirely to the advancing force in an effort to pin them before they could assault.

“At this time a tremendous volume of 20mm fire was received from Voxhil, and the number of casualties began to rise; one of which was the company commander. The advancing element [of the German force] was finally pinned about two hundred and fifty yards out after taking terrific punishment.

“The situation of the 3rd Platoon had become extremely critical, as our position was becoming rapidly untenable. The fire from Voxhil was terrible in its intensity, but could not be returned, because to lessen the fire on the attacking element would be to invite them to assault.

“The SCR 300 [radio] with which regiment could be contacted for assistance was at the command post, but there was no way the company commander could contact the command post as he had the company SCR536 with him, and it would have been sheer murder to dispatch his runner. Ammunition was running low and there was no route of withdrawal.”15

Back in England, a huge force of 454 gliders and their tow planes, carrying much of the division’s artillery and antitank firepower, was taking off for Holland, about an hour late, due to fog and low clouds. The gliders would fly into Holland in eleven serials, landing at LZ “N” and LZ “T” beginning at about 2:30 p.m., with the last serial arriving shortly after 4:00 p.m.

Landing at LZ “N” would be Battery B, 80th AA Battalion (antitank); Headquarters Company and Service Company, 307th Airborne Engineer Battalion; elements of the 307th Medical Company; two extra 75mm howitzers; jeeps for the 505th and 508th; elements of division headquarters and division artillery headquarters; Headquarters Battery, 320th GFA Battalion; and the 456th PFA Battalion, less Battery B (coming in by glider instead of by parachute).

The 319th GFA Battalion; the 320th GFA Battalion (less Headquarters Battery); two extra 75mm howitzers; jeeps for the 504th; Battery B, 456th PFA Battalion; elements of division artillery headquarters and division headquarters; the 407th Quartermaster Company; and the 782nd Ordnance Company would descend upon LZ “T.”

It was the first glider ride for Corporal Lloyd Click, with Battery B, 320th GFA Battalion. “I was having the time of my life, watching the fighter plane escort, and looking at all of the ships in the English Channel. I didn’t sit in my seat or buckle my safety belt, like the veterans of the Normandy invasion did—that is, until we came over the coast of Holland. A German flak barge opened up on us with antiaircraft fire. The first shell exploded near my glider and almost turned us over. I immediately knew what it was to be scared. I sat down, buckled up, and shut up. This war business had become quite serious.”16

Private First Class John McKenzie, with the 456th PFA Battalion, was also making his first ride in a glider. “I was seated in the co-pilot’s seat and could see everything through its wide Plexiglas front. Just after takeoff, the pilot gave me a few additional quick lessons in how to land a glider in case he was killed or wounded. This though, terrified me even more than the threat of being hit myself.”17

As the vast armada flew relentlessly toward Holland, the landing zones were now partially ringed with German twin barreled 20mm antiaircraft guns positioned in dug-in gun pits. Lieutenant Robert Sickler and his two D Company rifle squads faced the almost hopeless task of holding off the German force, which threatened to totally overrun LZ “T.”

However, Lieutenant Sickler began to hear friendly fire coming from the area of the Company D CP on the edge of the woods to his north. “Back at the company observation post at Hooge Hof, the regimental ammunition officer had observed the predicament of the company commander and the 3rd Platoon. He immediately radioed regiment on the SCR 300 that Company D was surrounded on the drop zone, that the enemy was threatening to overrun the regimental supply dump, and that the situation was extremely critical.

“The regimental ammunition officer then organized the company headquarters group into a defense unit, and occupied the old positions of the 2nd Platoon in the edge of the woods north of the road, from which they could bring fire on the enemy. Having the regimental supply dump at their right elbow, they were naturally not suffering for want of ammunition, and the high and continued rate of their fire eased considerably the pressure of enemy fire on the 3rd Platoon. They sounded like an entire company and their fire apparently dispelled any notion the Germans might have entertained about continuing their advance.

“Neither the company commander nor the 3rd Platoon were aware of the regimental ammunition officer’s actions, except that we realized that company headquarters had taken up the fight from the edge of the woods about four hundred yards on our left flank.”18

Simultaneously, Lieutenant Colonel Shields Warren, the CO of the 1st Battalion, 508th, was working to prepare his men for another attack to capture the Nijmegen highway bridge. “The remainder of the 81mm mortar platoon had been released to battalion control. C Company and the section of machine guns were still retained by regiment. Word also came back that the combat patrol under Lieutenant Weaver of C Company had been unable to reach the bridge, and [he] estimated resistance south of the bridge to be about company size. While A Company was being reorganized, preparatory to continuing the attack, the division commander, General James Gavin drove up in one of the division’s reconnaissance jeeps and wanted to know the particulars of the action. When he was told that we did not yet have the bridge, but that the attack would continue shortly, he told me to hold where I was, because German forces were attacking in the southeast portion of the perimeter, and that the 1st Battalion might be needed there.”19

Captain Woodrow W. Millsaps, commanding Company B, 508th, was deployed with his men around the Keizer Karelplein traffic circle farther to the southwest of the bridge. “At daylight, Company A started to moved back through my position and [Lieutenant] Colonel Warren told me to stay in position until he returned. I did not see Colonel Warren the rest of the morning.20

“The city hall of Nijmegen was in our defensive position and I was using the basement of the building for the company command post. From the top of the building I could see the Nijmegen bridge, and the gun emplacements on our side of the bridge. By this time, 8:00 or 9:00 a.m., we had lost radio contact with the battalion and things on our side didn’t look too good.”21

At about 10:00 a.m., Lieutenant Colonel Warren, 1st Battalion, 508th, received a message from regimental headquarters. “Regiment ordered the 1st Battalion to break off the action in the town, countermarch to the vicinity of the drop zone of the previous day (some seven miles distant). [Then] counterattack two plus German companies there who were forcing D Company back, so that the landing zone would be clear for the glider landing scheduled at 13:00 hours for the three glider borne battalions of the division artillery.

“The battalion S-3, Captain James Dietrich, was dispatched to have B Company break off the action; A Company, not in contact, was ordered to immediately move to an assembly area; and I started for the regimental CP on the double to get the details of the plan. Upon arrival I found out that C Company was released to my control, with the remainder of the machine gun platoon. C Company, commanded by Captain [Frank] Schofield had been dispatched to secure a line of departure for the battalion by the regimental commander.”22

Meanwhile, Captain Millsaps’ Company B troopers were still occupying their positions in Nijmegen from the previous night. “Contact was reestablished with the battalion when Captain Dietrich, Battalion S-3, arrived in the company area about 11:00 a.m. with orders for me to break contact with the enemy and move to the rear and rejoin the battalion.

“I found out from Captain Dietrich that the enemy had overrun the battalion drop zone that we dropped on the day before and which we were to secure and hold for a glider unit that was supposed to land there at 3:00 p.m. The enemy had moved in antiaircraft guns and was defending the area.

“Company B broke contact with the enemy and moved to the rear. One of the saddest, most touching experiences for me up to that time was that pull back from Nijmegen. The natives of the town, undoubtedly thinking the town was being liberated from German rule, came out in the streets shouting and dancing, kissing soldiers, and giving us fruit and handfuls of flowers. We dared not tell them, even if we could have spoken their language, that we were giving the city back to the Germans and moving back to start all over again.

“On our withdrawal, I received oral orders from [Lieutenant] Colonel Warren for me to move back to a position about five hundred yards northwest of the drop zone, to move up on the Company C left flank and be ready to attack the drop zone on his orders.

“The gliders were to land on the drop zone at 3:00 p.m. and here my company was marching on the road toward the drop area with a long way to go. I was guided into position on the Company C left flank and I reported to [Lieutenant] Colonel Warren my position and in turn received orders from him to attack the drop zone without delay.

“By hand signal and orders over the walkie-talkie radio which we had in the company, we were able to deploy in the attack formation. The Germans had moved antiaircraft personnel on the field with very few infantry for protection. It was now approximately 2:30 p.m. when we jumped off in the attack to regain the drop zone. Time was of the essence at this point.”23

Company B came on line on the left with Company C on the right, followed by Headquarters Company about two hundred yards behind, and with Company A following behind the Headquarters Company by another two hundred yards. The battalion swept forward out of the woods on the northwest side of Landing Zone “T,” across the open fields toward German positions on the opposite side. As Companies B and C reached the first rise, the Germans at Voxhil unleashed an absolute hailstorm of 20mm, machine gun, and small arms fire.

As they moved forward, the Company B and C troopers were quickly pinned down, taking what little shelter a slightly sunken road offered them against the terrific volume of lead coming at them. Private First Class James R. Allardyce, with Company B, was an assistant light machine gunner. “The Jerries had small arms and flak guns and they really peppered us. I remember hearing the bullets whistle by and kick up the dust. Once a machine gun peppered the ground just in front of my face as I tried to squeeze into an obviously too small wagon rut to get cover.”24

Major Ben F. Delamater, III, the 1st Battalion executive officer, could see ahead that “prodded by the leaders’ shouts, small groups of both companies started forward rapidly.”25

Private John Hardie, a platoon sergeant with Company C, who had been busted prior to the Holland jump,26 looked over as his first sergeant, Leonard A. Funk, “adjacent to [T/5] Robert Hupp and [Private First Class] Richard J. Smith jumped up and said, ‘Let’s Go!’ and crossed the road attacking towards the German positions. Hupp and Smith went right with him.”27

Private Hardie immediately jumped up, joined the other three, and “rapidly moved forward—[Sergeant] Funk in front all the way. Hupp, perhaps fifteen to twenty yards behind Funk and off to the side; Smith, ten yards or so behind Hupp; I was about twenty yards back farther. Action was fast and this group moved forward—not running—but speedily and maintaining a steady stream of fire. Funk carried a Tommy gun as was his habit. The others had M1s. There was no stopping [or] getting down—taking aim for rifle fire was from weapons held at waist level and pointed in the direction of fire—roughly.

“Behind me, two other men moved out in front of the Company front—Tom Grey and Rafael Mendoza—providing cover fire for us and ensuring that any Germans we had passed were either out of action through wounds or gave up. The company and battalion moved out in assault [formation].”28

Still pinned down in the road with his two rifle squads, Lieutenant Robert Sickler, with Company D, now saw something that “looked like doomsday to the 3rd Platoon… an estimated two companies of troops approaching in attack formation from the north, in the rear of the pinned Germans. They appeared to stretch from the woods on the left front to beyond Voxhil on the right front. It was naturally assumed they were enemy. I immediately ordered long range fire on this new threat, but the fire seemed to have no effect on their determined advance except to draw return fire, which increased in intensity as they advanced.

“I suddenly realized that the fire from Voxhil had ceased entirely, and observed that the advancing troops were receiving extremely heavy 20mm fire from their left flank and from Voxhil.

“I ordered firing ceased immediately after studying the troops through field glasses finally recognized the familiar sight of a BAR tripod swinging crazily around the muzzle of a rifle, as one of the men made a quick dash forward.

“They were unmistakably American troops, and a cheer went up from every throat. The jubilance was short lived however, as the 1st Battalion continued its relentless attack, sweeping over Voxhil on the right, over the surprised and helpless Germans to the front of the 3rd Platoon, and [then] concentrated its fire on the road occupied by the 3rd Platoon. Having received fire initially from the road, the 1st Battalion was convinced that it was occupied by the enemy.

“Everyone was shouting, ‘Cease fire, its Dog Company.’ One man attempted to jump to his feet to effect recognition, but was shot down before he could get off his knees. Orange smoke had been designated in the SOI [signal operation instructions] as identification for friendly troops, but there was not a smoke grenade in the entire group. There was no possible way to effect recognition without committing suicide due to the intensity of their concentrated fire. Each man in the 3rd Platoon was forced to hug the ground flat on his face in the ‘gutter’ defilade until the assaulting force came plunging out onto the road, and recognized us for friendly troops—much to the surprise and disappointment of the 1st Battalion.”29

Major Ben Delamater, the 1st Battalion executive officer, accompanied the 508th commander, Colonel Roy Lindquist; Lieutenant Colonel Shields Warren, Jr., the commanding officer of the 1st Battalion; and a few headquarters troopers to the rise where Companies B and C had first received fire, to observe the attack. Delamater and the others hit the ground as 20mm fire raked the group, wounding four. “Enough progress of action was observed from the prone position to recommend deployment of A Company around the left flank to exploit the seemingly assured success of B Company.”30

Meanwhile, the lead element of Company C—First Sergeant Leonard Funk, T/5 Robert Hupp, Private First Class Richard Smith, and Private John Hardie—was far to the front of the rest of the company. To the front of the group were three 20mm antiaircraft guns firing at the gliders that were now beginning to land. With Sergeant Funk leading the way, they wiped out the infantry protecting the guns. Private Hardie noticed that as they approached the 20mm gun positions, the “group was spread both in lateral and in vertical position, providing cover for one another and especially for Funk.”31

Sergeant Funk, out in front, single-handedly assaulted the gun positions, killing about twenty and wounding the remainder of the gun crews. Hardie covered him as he “steadily moved towards, overcame, and moved beyond those positions.

“This group got as far out as four to six hundred yards and there held up to begin to consolidate, and as others came up, ensured that the German positions were nonfunctioning.”32

Captain Millsaps continued moving forward with his Company B troopers across the open ground as the Germans fired at them. “We broke through the line of infantry and had a field day with the antiaircraft personnel.”33

From his light machine gun position supporting the Company B attack, Private First Class Allardyce looked up as “the gliders came in all around us. Some landed off in the distance where the Germans were. Some were shot down. Some cartwheeled in. One in particular just overhead took a flak burst in the tail that just lifted it and set it into a steep but safe glide into the ground.”34

Major Augustin S. Hart, with the division artillery headquarters, was a copilot in one of the gliders that was in trouble. “Our pilot was shot as we came into the landing zone. I did not do a very good job of landing the glider. It nosed over and the jeep moved inside the glider, pinning me in the cockpit. The others all got out, but there was heavy fire in the area and none of them made it. I came to later, and got away when things were quieter.”35

As his glider approached LZ “T,” Corporal Lloyd Click, with Battery B, 320th GFA Battalion, could clearly see the landing zone below through the cockpit windshield. “The landing zone was clearly marked, but for some reason we didn’t cut the glider loose until we passed over it. This resulted in our field artillery battalion being badly scattered. We landed near Wyler, Germany. As a result of the missed landing zone, the Germans captured half of our battery. Seven or eight other heavily loaded gliders accompanied the descent of my glider into a very small field. There were some smashups, and some men were injured. No one in my glider was injured, even though the floor was ripped out.

“As I got out of my glider, I looked up toward a house about five hundred yards away. There were two German soldiers on a motor scooter. I thought to myself, ‘Oh boy, I’m going to get my first Kraut.’ I shot twice and they didn’t even know I had shot. So I decided that I had better wait until they got closer, as I only had seventy rounds of ammo. It’s a shame that I didn’t stop those fellows, as they went to get help.

“Shortly, a portable 20mm antiaircraft gun pulled into position and began shooting at us. All of the men promptly got into a convenient ditch along one side of the field. There were about forty of us. The Germans proceeded to burn all of our gliders and equipment using tracers and incendiary shells, while keeping us pinned in our ditch.

“In an effort to silence this gun, Corporal [Basil] Plumley and I slipped to the end of our ditch closest to the gun. We were going to fire a bazooka at them. I was to load and he was to fire. Before we got ready, he was hit by a rifle bullet in the hand, and we scampered back to the safety of our ditch.

“It was clear to all of us after Captain [Albert] Knecht had made an effort to find out where we were, that we couldn’t stay here. There were several of the men who were veterans of the Normandy landing. This was my first combat, but I did make the statement, ‘I hadn’t come here to just surrender. We need to slip out and try to join other 82nd units that had to be nearby.’”36

As Captain John W. Connelly, with the 319th GFA Battalion, approached the landing zone, the glider he was riding in came under heavy antiaircraft fire. “Mortar, machine gun, and incendiary fire was getting heavy as we were coming down. I did point out to our pilot the exact field we were scheduled to land in, but he kept waiting for orders to cut loose from the tow plane. The tow plane was slow with their signal, causing us to overshoot our landing area. Five gliders in our group overshot their mark, landing in Germany near the town of Wyler. The pilot of my glider was killed as we were coming in for a landing. I took the controls from about fifteen to twenty feet up and brought it down. I received a small fragment wound in the right leg. One man received a serious leg wound—the other, a head wound. These two men and I escaped from the glider just as it caught fire and burned.

“I saw two Germans coming along the ditch in our direction. I emptied my carbine at them, only to find I had filled the cartridge clip only half full. Fortunately for me, this was all I needed for this occasion. I treated the wounds of the two men before taking off down a dry ditch. German troops were combing the area for the rest of the afternoon, but didn’t find my hiding place.”37

From his position across the landing zone, Private First Class James Allardyce, with Company B, 508th, could see “some men and guns way off, but couldn’t tell whether they were glider men with antitank guns or Jerries with flak guns. When finally I could make Lieutenant [William] Cross understand that I wanted his glasses, the firing was so loud we couldn’t hear one another. He tossed them to me and I spotted the gunners as German.

“I noticed then that [Private William V.] Askren with the machine gun and I were separated—and what a beautiful target! I shot at them with my M1, but the results were unknown because of the distance. I dropped the lieutenant’s glasses in the action, thinking that he was behind me to pick them up, but he wasn’t. He was quite put out later about them. As the firing sputtered down, I dashed to the crest of a hill of sugar beet [fields], and just as I slowed down, I got it in the right upper arm by a sniper. I thought it was a chance shot, so rose to get out of there and the bugger shot at me again. I then emptied my clip into a church steeple in the distance and rolled back down the hill to safety. I found a medic who dressed the wound while some shooting was still going on nearby.”38

The attack by Company B and Company C, 508th, was successful in driving the Germans off of Landing Zone “T” just as the gliders were landing. The battalion wiped out a total of sixteen dual 20mm antiaircraft guns and their crews, but in the haste to knock out those guns firing on the LZ, the battalion had bypassed the farm buildings at Voxhil.

The Germans occupying these buildings were now to the rear of Companies B and C and were preparing to open fire when Captain Frank Schofield spotted several German machine gun crews setting up their weapons to ambush the troopers. Captain Schofield immediately got his 60mm mortars in action, and at a range of two to three hundred yards, knocked out one German crew. Schofield directed his men to attack the farm buildings while the mortars forced the Germans to cover.

Captain Millsaps heard the firing behind him and took some of his Company B troopers with him to help clean out the buildings. As Millsaps approached the buildings he saw a German soldier “looking out a window of one of the houses that I had landed nearby on my jump the day before. I motioned for him to come out of the house. But he disappeared, and I tossed a [Gammon] grenade in the window and awaited results.”39 Other troopers surrounding the house did the same.

The Gammon grenade exploded, knocking Millsaps down. As he got up, Millsaps was shocked by what he saw. “Sixty German soldiers marched out of this building single file with hands overhead, which was by now a familiar sight. I went in this house to see how so many soldiers had escaped injury from the grenade and found they had been down in the basement to await capture.”40

Major Delamater was given the casualty figures for the fight to clear the landing zone as the 1st Battalion counted noses. “The battalion killed about fifty enemy and captured one hundred forty-nine. Our losses were amazingly light—about five killed and ten wounded.”41 In fact, four were wounded with the headquarters group as they observed the attack and two were killed and five wounded in the two rifle companies. For his outstanding bravery and leadership that day, Sergeant Leonard Funk, with Company C, would later be awarded the Distinguished Service Cross. Technician 5th Class Robert Hupp would be awarded the Silver Star, and Private First Class Richard J. Smith and Private John Hardie would receive the Bronze Star for their heroism in clearing the landing zone.

Lieutenant Sickler’s 3rd Platoon of Company D, 508th platoon had suffered five killed and six wounded, including the company commander, who had a bullet graze his head. The 2nd Platoon of Company D had for the most part been killed or captured, including its platoon leader, Lieutenant Temple W. Tutwiler, who spent the remainder of the war in a German POW camp.

After cleaning out Voxhil, the 1st Battalion dug in, tying in with the 3rd Battalion on their left and the two remaining platoons of Company D on their right. They established outposts 200 to 600 yards in front of the MLR to prevent a repeat of a German infiltration attack.

Captain Millsaps watched his Company B troopers bring some additional firepower up to their line. “We pulled a couple of these [20mm] guns into position and fired them at the Germans just for the hell of it. I had fun passing out P-38 German pistols to all who wanted one until they ran out, which at first count were eighty or more pistols.”42

Forty gliders had carried Battery B of the 320th GFA Battalion into Holland. One had cut loose forty-five miles short of the LZ, nine had been released twelve miles southeast of the LZ with everyone killed or captured, nine had landed northeast of Wyler, and the remaining twenty-one gliders landed on or near LZ “T” as planned. Most of the men that landed northeast of Wyler were able to make their way to the 82nd perimeter that night.

Battery A of the 319th GFA Battalion had an almost equally disastrous landing. Thirty gliders landed five miles south of LZ “T” to the north of Gennep, where they were hit by antiaircraft fire in the air and upon landing. One glider was hit by flak and cut loose over DZ “O,” in the 504 sector. Only six landed in or near LZ “T” and one came down near Wyler.

The 320th Glider Field Artillery Battalion was equipped with the division’s most powerful artillery, the 105mm howitzer. The loss of this valuable firepower and ammunition was difficult to replace.

The early afternoon of September 18 found Private First Class Arthur B. “Dutch” Schultz, with Company C, 505th, in an outpost position between “The Tree Row,” where his platoon was deployed, and the Reichswald, where the Germans were located. “Part of our company was ordered to clear the enemy off of our drop [zone]. Some Germans had slipped through the battalion perimeter during the night.”43

Captain Anthony M. “Stef” Stefanich led two platoons of his Company C troopers forward to clear LZ “N.” They swept across the flat open ground of the landing zone, determined to kick the Germans out of the area before the gliders arrived.

Lieutenant Jack Tallerday was the executive officer of Company C, 505th, having made the Sicily, Salerno, and Normandy combat jumps with the company prior to Holland. “C Company was in the process of clearing the area of enemy forces between the Reichswald, near Grafwegen, south to the town of Riethorst. We had just flushed out about fifty to seventy-five Germans from a small ditch and wooded area and they were now running across a large open field. About a mile away was a large wooded area called the Reichswald. I had been coordinating the movement of the reserve platoon and fire of the weapons platoon.

“Our overall effort was first to protect and secure two gliders which had just landed in the area held by the Germans and second, to kill or capture as many Germans as possible. The C Company troopers were firing and the Germans were running away from us. It looked like a line of hunters in a rabbit drive and the Germans looked like rabbits running in no particular pattern.”44

They successfully routed the Germans just before the first gliders began to land at approximately 3:00 p.m., coming down in fields behind the troopers.

Captain Herman Alley, the commander of Battery A, 456th PFA Battalion, was in the lead glider of the serial as his tow plane released their gilder over LZ “N.” “My C-47 pilot banked, wagged his aircraft’s wings and headed back through the enemy flak. German artillery fire was working over the landing zone as we landed. The glider landed at about seventy miles per hour, plowing through a potato field. The landing tore up the nose of the glider and the fabric ripped. I had a lap full of dirt and vegetables. The rough landing also caused the clamshell release mechanism on the glider to jam, and we couldn’t get my jeep out. We got out of the glider quickly and took shelter until the artillery rounds moved away from us.”45

The glider carrying Lieutenant Ray Grossman, with Battery C, 456th, nosed into the soft dirt field at a high rate of speed. “The last one hundred fifty feet on landing was complete blackness, the dirt shower blocked out everything. We got the gun out and headed for the assembly area as quickly as possible.”46

As hundreds of gliders landed on LZ “N,” one glider came in over the heads of Captain Stefanich’s men, crash-landing near the German positions on the edge of the Reichswald. The Germans pummeled the glider with automatic weapons fire. Hoping to rescue the glider pilot and any passengers, Captain “Stef” yelled for his men to follow him. As they neared the glider, Lieutenant Gus Sanders ran a few yards in front of the others and was firing a BAR at the fleeing Germans. “Stef yelled for me to get down, and about that time he was hit.”47

One of the medics and others nearby immediately ran to the aid of their stricken captain. As the medic knelt down and administered first aid, Lieutenant Sanders, standing over Captain Stefanich, saw him look up. “He only said a few words, ‘Gus, we’ve come a long way… tell the boys to do a good job.’”48

The medic attending Stefanich stood up and walked toward a group of men gathered nearby, “crying and saying, ‘He’s gone… he’s gone… I couldn’t help him.’”49

Lieutenant Sanders had lost his closet friend. “He was a top soldier, heavyweight champ of the 82nd, and all of the men worshiped him.”50

When the terrible news reached Dutch Schultz at his outpost position, he was stunned. “It was the only time in combat that I broke down and wept over somebody that I cared about. I felt like I lost an older brother. He was what I would have wanted to be. He was a born leader who led by example, not by virtue of rank. To the men of C Company, he was both our leader and our friend. None of us, to my knowledge ever made the mistake of confusing the difference. It was not only a devastating loss for us, but the regiment as well.

“Lieutenant Jack Tallerday had the sad duty of taking over command of the company. As it turned out, he quickly became the commander in his own right.”51

With German mortar and artillery shells pummeling the landing zone, Captain Alley began trying to get Battery A, 456th, assembled. “I could see some men on the back slope of a hill assembling and assumed they were Battery A men. Giving my driver, Private First Class Smith, orders to remove the jeep from the glider by chopping a hole in the side of the glider with the axe that was attached to it, I told him that I was going to go down and try to assemble the men that I had seen.

“Getting to the men took awhile, because the Germans kept firing artillery. I would run a little way, then fall flat to protect myself from shrapnel—get up and try it again—then repeat the process.

“In the meantime, the glider pilot and Private Smith had gotten the jeep out of the glider. I had only gotten half way to the assembled men when here comes the jeep—with these two men—going fast and bouncing over those rows of potatoes!

“We moved to the assembled men. It was confusing, and I knew that the Germans could see us. Therefore, I told the men to enter the woods onto a small trail. Turning right, we ran into Lieutenant [Bertram L.] O’Neill from Headquarters, who directed me to Lieutenant Henry Aust, who was assembling the rest of our battery.

“One hour or so after our landing, Battery A was in position ready to fire, with half of our basic load of ammunition and all men accounted for. Our ammunition sergeant would go back later to bring in the rest of our ammunition.”52

The fighting by Company I, 505th, against three companies of German infantry that had begun at 8:30 a.m., reached a climax about fifteen minutes after the gliders began landing on LZ “N.” Eleven German tanks were spotted moving up to assist the German infantry. Company I called for artillery support, which was delivered by the most experienced artillery battalion in the division: the 376th PFA Battalion. Five of the German tanks were knocked out by the pinpoint firing by the 75mm pack howitzers. The remainder of the German tanks withdrew to the Reichswald. Company I, then counterattacked and drove the German infantry back into the forest and reestablished the roadblock.

The 82nd Airborne Division’s resupply mission was scheduled to follow the glider landings by twenty minutes. One hundred thirty-one B-24 Liberator bombers of the 93rd, 446th, 448th, and 489th Bombardment Groups of the 20th Wing of the Eighth Air Force appeared about a half an hour late. They dropped 258 tons of critically needed supplies from an altitude of 300 feet, of which, about 80 percent was recovered.

That night, northeast of Wyler, forty or so officers and men from Battery B, 320th GFA Battalion, were trapped in a ditch by Germans using a 20mm antiaircraft gun that had kept them pinned down since the afternoon. The Battery CO, Captain Albert Knecht, knew that he had to try to get the group to 82nd lines before morning or they would most likely be killed or captured. “Lieutenant Ishee, myself, and a group of thirty-five men started for the Groesbeek area after Lieutenant Butler and Lieutenant Schroeder failed to return from a location reconnaissance. The first town [we came to] was Wyler. The men were dispersed while I and another officer went into town and woke some civilians and asked directions. This was about 23:00 hours. The town was occupied by the Germans. After futile attempts to find a safe way around the town, the group proceeded through Wyler. We arrived at the Groesbeek area at 07:30 hours the next morning. We captured one prisoner.”53

Captain John Connelly, with the 319th GFA Battalion, was alone and had hidden from Germans searching for survivors of the gliders that had landed earlier northeast of Wyler. Connelly also waited for darkness to make his move. “After darkness came, I tried to wade across the Wyler-Meer—a long narrow body of water. It was too deep and I was too heavily loaded with combat equipment, so I came back and tried to get around it to the south. I was wet and chilled, walking all night, sometimes in circles. Coming to a road and a bridge, I started across, only to meet a German soldier on a bicycle. Being alone, and not wanting to attract much attention, I decided against shooting, unless necessary. Fortunately, he failed to recognize my uniform and went on his way.

“I still couldn’t spot any friendly troops. At daybreak, I concealed myself in a wooded hill, overlooking a dirt road. By midmorning I heard several troops moving on the road below, but couldn’t see them.

“I heard one remark to another, ‘You lousy S. O. B.!’ It was music to my ears. So I came down identified myself to them and found them to be 82nd Airborne troopers. They directed me to my battalion headquarters. Of about forty men in these gliders, one other person and I were the only ones getting back to our outfits. About eight were killed, the others captured.”54

Shortly after midnight on the morning of September 19, the 2nd Platoon of Company A, 508th, which had been cut off near the Nijmegen Post Office for the last twenty-four hours by German troops, attempted to break out and make their way back to friendly forces. Captain Jonathan “Jock” Adams, commanding Company A, had been with the platoon when it became isolated. “That night we tried a couple of breaks, however that section of town was lit by flames and all the streets were covered by killing lanes of fire.”55

At 8:20 a.m. on September 19, the lead reconnaissance elements of the British Guards Armored Division reached Tucker’s paratroopers holding the Grave bridge. The British proceeded to move across the bridge, then across Bridge Number 10, which spanned the Maas-Waal Canal, and then to the Gennep-Nijmegen road, where they made contact with the 82nd Airborne Division headquarters. This link up was vital, because the division now had British armor and artillery to support them and an overland supply route that would allow the seaborne elements to eventually join the division.

Lieutenant James “Maggie” Megellas, a platoon leader with Company H, 504th, watched the British column pass through his company’s sector. “For at least twenty-four hours, British armor crossed the bridge, bumper to bumper. I had never seen such a display of strength or force, nor had I realized so much armor existed on our side. It was indeed an awesome display of might.”56

The 508th took steps on September 19 to secure the area east of Nijmegen, where Highway K, which ran from Wyler west to Nijmegen, provided the best opportunity for German forces to relieve the defenders of Nijmegen. Roadblocks were established at Beek, with Company D, 307th Airborne Engineer Battalion, and four 57mm antitank guns, and at Berg-en-Dal with two more 57mm antitank guns.

During the morning of September 19, a patrol from Company G, 508th, was ordered to make a reconnaissance of Hill 75.9, prior to an assault by the entire platoon to seize the hill. The steeply sloped hill dominated Highway K between Wyler and Beek. Lieutenant Bill Call, who had received a battlefield commission as a result of the courage and leadership he had exhibited during the assault of La Poterie Ridge in Normandy, led the patrol. “When they sent me out on the patrol to the hill, there was a farmhouse, and I stopped in it. There was an old man and a young boy; he was maybe fifteen, who spoke broken English.

“I showed him the map and said, ‘Where is this?’ I wanted to make sure I was leading this patrol in the right direction. He took us right to the back of that hill. There was a knoll in back there that was higher than the hill itself. We were looking right down on them. That’s when I decided that our fifteen to twenty guys in this patrol could not take this company alone.

“A lot of them were sitting on the edge of their holes, combing their hair. It was a sunny day. So I had the men each pick out one of them and said, ‘We’re going to shoot them and get the hell out of here.’ So we opened fire and we got the hell out of there.”57

Call reported back that the hill was being held by a company of German paratroopers. Company A, with one platoon still cut off in Nijmegen, was then ordered to assault and capture the hill. Company A consisted of two officers and forty-two men and was led by Lieutenant John Foley in the absence of Captain Jonathan Adams, who was with the cutoff platoon. The platoon from Company G that had made the earlier reconnaissance patrol to the hill, consisting of two officers and thirty-four men, was attached to Company A. The Company G platoon was led by Lieutenant Kenneth A. Covey. Lieutenant Call acted as a guide, because he knew the way to the hill that the Dutch boy had shown him that offered concealment and would allow them to approach from the rear of the German positions. “I showed them how to get back there, because I knew the route.”58

Corporal James Blue, with Company A, 508th, was told that the hill was to be taken at all cost. “We moved out through the wooded area and crossed the Wyler-Beek road, which was the Holland-Germany border. An enemy force was sighted in the direction of Wyler. Lieutenant Foley dropped off part of the 1st Platoon to protect his attacking force. I was with this group.

“We rushed up the road to a position in the woods which had a good field of fire and dug in positions. This enemy force held up and was reluctant to attack. We stayed at this position while the Foley force made the attack on ‘Devil’s Hill.’”59

Company A and the attached platoon of Company G were able to move through a wooded area to within two hundred yards north of the crest of the hill. There, Foley deployed his men into a skirmish line and they charged up the crest at a run.

When he heard no firing as they crossed the open ground before moving up the northern slope, Lieutenant Call knew they had gained complete surprise on the German paratroopers holding the hill. “When we charged from the back of the hill, down this little incline onto the face of the hill, with a little company of guys shooting and yelling and screaming; the Germans of course were taken by surprise.”60

The German paratroopers stayed in their holes and fought back, using eight light machine guns to deliver potentially devastating fire and repeatedly counterattacking. But Lieutenant Foley’s 508th Red Devils overran one hole after another until the surviving German paratroopers broke.

Lieutenant Call watched them scramble down the steep slopes of the hill. “They got the hell out of their holes, ran down the front part of the hill, across the highway, across the dike, and into the flatlands.

“There was a farmhouse across the road from the front of the hill and there was a sniper there. Foley told me, ‘You’ll take the left side of the hill.’ He and Lieutenant Covey were going down to look at the front part, just off the nose of the hill. There were holes there, where the Germans had been, and they were down there, and I was getting the guys settled into the German foxholes. We heard small arms fire.

“Foley came back up and said, ‘Well, you’re a platoon leader now.’ Covey got it right between the eyes, it blew the back of his head out.”61

A total of ten troopers had been killed during the assault, all with shots to the head, with another seven wounded. The two Company A platoons and the attached platoon from Company G began to organize the defense of the hill.

At dusk, two platoons of Company B, 508th, attacked Wyler and routed the Germans holding the town. A roadblock was established at the main crossroads in the town, strengthened by another two 57mm antitank guns.

The 508th successfully placed roadblocks on Highway K and secured ground that dominated the route. This would impede German forces attacking from the Wyler area to reinforce the Germans holding Nijmegen.
  


CHAPTER 5

“THE NIJMEGEN BRIDGE MUST
BE TAKEN TODAY;
AT THE LATEST, TOMORROW”1
 

Thanks to the Dutch Underground’s ingenious use of their country’s modern telephone system to communicate right under the noses of the Germans, the desperate situation facing the British 1st Airborne Division near Arnhem was now becoming known. Lieutenant Colonel Ben Vandervoort, commanding the 2nd Battalion, 505th, was informed of a call received by his men the previous day. “Sometime on September 18, 1944, the telephone rang in a little railroad substation in the Groesbeek woods. The caller was a British paratrooper at Arnhem. He said the British Airborne had experienced stiff German resistance and needed the British armored column to link up and provide help as soon as possible. That information was passed to our regimental command post. Several follow up calls in the same vein were received before we were ordered out of the area.”2

By the early afternoon of September 19, German forces defending the two Nijmegen bridges were formidable. Defending the highway bridge were part of the 9th SS Reconnaissance Battalion attached to the 10th SS Panzer Division, one company of engineers, and a battalion of Panzer Grenadiers of the 10th SS Panzer Division under 10th SS Captain Karl-Heinz Euling (designated as Kampfgruppe Euling). The SS grenadiers had dug deep trenches and gun pits in Hunner Park and occupied some pillboxes near the ruins of the Valkhof, an ancient stone fortress. Other units defending the highway bridge were the 4th Company, 572nd Heavy Flak Battalion (with four 88mm dual-purpose guns and eight 20mm antiaircraft guns), and a company of paratroopers of the Hermann Göring Training Regiment (defending the Villa Belvoir east of Hunner Park). A battalion of 10th SS tank crews without their tanks was dug in around Lent near the north end of the highway bridge. Defending the area between the two bridges were a group of reserve police companies and an assortment of other rear area units known as Kampfgruppe Melitz. Kampfgruppe Henke, consisting of an understrength NCO training school company of the Hermann Göring Training Regiment, three companies of an Ersatz (Reserve) battalion of the 406th Division, and some combat engineers, totaling some 500 to 750 men, defended the railroad bridge, the rail yard, and Kronenburg Park. In all, around 2,000 Germans defended the two massive bridges. Antitank guns covered all streets approaching the bridges, with strongpoints in key buildings leading to the open areas around the bridges. An SS artillery training regiment north of the river near Oosterhout and an artillery battalion of the 10th SS near the Pannerden ferry crossing provided indirect fire support. SS Major Leo Reinhold on the north side of the river directed the overall defense, while Colonel Henke commanded the Germans defending the railroad bridge, and Captain Euling of the 10th SS was in charge of the highway bridge defenses.

General Gavin chose Lieutenant Colonel Vandervoort’s veteran 2nd Battalion, 505th, to make the assault to capture the bridges. Vandervoort was very proud of his battle-hardened battalion. “They were the fortunate survivors of three hard parachute night combat assaults—Sicily, Italy, and Normandy. Excepting a few handpicked replacements, yet to be bloodied in combat, they were aggressive, skilled warriors. Their marksmanship, battle reflexes, and survival instincts were finely tuned by being shot at—close and often. There were fraternal bonds between the battalion officers and men, especially the lieutenants. They were outstanding. They were raised to be last in the chow line and first out the door in the jump line. Their creed was, ‘take care of the men and they’ll take care of you.’ Based on mutual faith, it worked well. What the troopers had was esprit de corps. They thought of themselves as AMERICAN PARATROOPERS—the best damned soldiers in the war.”3

Around noon on September 19, the 2nd Battalion, 505th, was ordered to move into Nijmegen and capture the highway and railroad bridges over the lower Waal River. This would open the way for the British XXX Corps to move to Arnhem to link up with the British 1st Airborne Division. Vandervoort and his battalion were attached to the British Guards Armored Division for this attack. “We were honored to be a momentary part of their distinguished company.”4

British infantry of No. 2 Company of the 1st Grenadier Guards Battalion and four troops of Sherman tanks of No. 3 Squadron of the 2nd Grenadier Guards Battalion were selected for the joint British/American operation. Some of the Guards’ Sherman tanks were the Firefly version, which mounted a high velocity 17-pounder main gun, which could take on any tank in the German arsenal.

This force was divided into a Western Force, which had the objective of the railroad bridge, and an Eastern Force, which was assigned to capture the highway bridge. The Western Force consisted of Company D, 2nd Battalion, 505th, one troop of tanks from No. 3 Squadron of the 2nd Grenadier Guards, and one platoon of infantry from No. 2 Company of the 1st Grenadier Guards. The Eastern Force included Company E and Company F of the 505th, three troops of tanks of the No. 3 Squadron of the 2nd Grenadier Guards Battalion, and three platoons of No. 2 Company of the 1st Grenadier Guards Battalion.

The plan called for paratroopers and Guards to move from the Sionshof Hotel northeasterly up the tree lined Groesbeeksweg into Nijmegen. The Western Force would split from the Eastern Force on the edge of Nijmegen and follow a circuitous route west around the city and approach the railroad bridge from the southwest.

Each force would drive through to the bridges using twelve members of the Dutch resistance that were familiar with the maze of streets in Nijmegen as guides. Lieutenant James J. “J. J.” Smith, commanding E Company of the 505th, was glad that members of the Dutch resistance would be accompanying the two forces. “Dutch underground assistance was very valuable at this time as they had intimate knowledge of the German disposition and their latest movements. We had been informed by the underground representative we had with us, that there would be no resistance until we reached a point some six hundred yards south of the bridge. Their information stated that the Germans had extremely strong positions all around the bridge and that [they] had a number of antitank guns all around the position.”5

The combined force started moving the four miles to the southern edge of Nijmegen at approximately 1:45 p.m. Company E was in the lead, followed by F Company, then D Company, and finally the No. 2 Company of the 1st Grenadier Guards Battalion riding in their Bren gun carriers. The Dutch guides rode on the lead tanks, some of the paratroopers hitched a ride on other tanks, while others piled their musette bags and heavy weapons on the back decks of the tanks and marched ahead and alongside the Guards’ Shermans.

As they moved into Nijmegen, the citizens of the city came out to greet the force as it moved through. It reminded Lieutenant James J. Coyle, a platoon leader with Company E, of a victory parade. “The Dutch people lined the road in crowds that cheered us on our way.”6

First Sergeant John Rabig and his Company D troopers were happy to be riding on the backs of the British tanks into Nijmegen, instead of marching. Rabig and his men soaked in the adoration of the civilians. “Dutch people were crowded along the sides of the road. The nearer we got to Nijmegen, the fewer people there were. Soon the people just disappeared and we were smart enough to know that the shooting would soon start—and it did.”7

As planned, at Wezenlaan the Western Force spilt from the column and moved west around the outskirts of the city via Groenestraat. They approached the rail yard south of the bridge from the west via Oude Heeselaan. Lieutenant Colonel Vandervoort remained with the Eastern Force.

Private Don McKeage, with F Company, noticed Dutch civilians looking out of the windows of their houses as they marched toward Nijmegen. “Captain Robert H. Rosen halted the company in front of a Dutch residence. The lady of the house came out, telling Captain Rosen that she had a British flyer hiding in the house for many months and that he would like to speak to one of the Americans. Captain Rosen motioned for me to check the house, while this lady wrote down Rosen’s name, rank, etc.

“I entered this Dutch residence, the dining table was removed, the carpet rolled up and a floor access panel removed. There hiding in a crawling space was the British flyer being only allowed to come out of hiding at night. I assured him that we were in town to stay and within hours we would have the German troops routed. He was very happy and at last he would be returned to freedom. I rejoined the company and we once again resumed our forward progress.”8

At approximately 3:15 p.m., Lieutenant J. J. Smith was advancing with the lead elements of Company E when Germans antitank guns opened fire on the Eastern Force. “The Sherman tanks that were leading the attack ran into enemy resistance and were receiving extremely heavy fire from 88s and other high velocity antitank weapons. The enemy immediately placed [small arms and mortar] fire on the lead elements of the infantry, which was the 1st Platoon of Company E. All the mortar fire and artillery fire at this time came from this side of the bridge and it seemed to be observed fire. We later determined this to be true as we discovered snipers and enemy observers had radios and seemed to be in communication with the guns firing. The tanks, having been fired on, proceeded to place fire in the adjacent buildings and covered the area to our front with fire.”9

The Germans had positioned several strongpoints, consisting primarily of well hidden antitank guns covering key intersections and MG-42 machine gun nests in key houses, between the Eastern Force and the primary defensive area around the bridge.

Lieutenant Colonel Vandervoort deployed his paratroopers into the buildings on both sides of the avenue. “Two rifle companies, E and F—abreast—began to clear a corridor two city blocks wide. There was no preoccupation with the security of our flanks. If anything jumped us, we would have a tank or two jump back. The two companies worked forward in the center of the blocks to avoid casualties inherent to city street fighting. We were in a residential neighborhood of tall two story brick and stone row houses. Some were topped with attics and flat roofs. The troopers fought over the rooftops, in the attics, up alleys, out of bedroom windows, through a maze of back yards and buildings. Nijmegen wasn’t all that neat and tidy. In the labyrinth of houses and brick-walled gardens, the fighting deteriorated into confusing face-to-face, kill-or be-killed showdowns between small momentarily isolated groups and individuals. Friend and foe mixed in deadly proximity. Germans would appear where you least expected them. You fired fast and straight or you were dead. A lot of gallantry took place unnoticed and unrewarded. The spontaneous nature of the combat required cool heads, courage, skill, and tremendous self-discipline.
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“At times, the two rifle companies fought three platoons in line which gave lateral width to the corridor. 88mm antitank guns were the main focal point of resistance. Some were well placed to stop armor, but not situated well to greet paratroopers coming over the rooftops. Among the heavy caliber antitank guns, one had been disassembled and carried into a corner house to fire at street level from a cellar window. Where the troopers came at them from the middle of a block under cover of the houses, they were manageable.

“By far the most dangerous part of driving the Germans back fell to our rifle squads. They were thirteen man squads organized and trained to split into three four-man assault teams. One team had a light machine gun; two had Browning Automatic Rifles. The squad leaders moved the assault teams around to support each other. Lieutenant platoon leaders controlled the show. With the self assured instincts of veteran combat leaders, they kept all units moving forward more or less together. Eight to a company, they provided officer participation in all crucial actions.”10

To take a city block, squads of troopers from the same platoon occupied several of the middle row houses of a block. The light machine gun teams would set up on the top floor of a row house, while the second teams from each squad climbed on to the roof to provide covering fire from there. This gave the troopers the advantage of looking down on any Germans across the street. As Germans attempted to fire from a window or door, they exposed themselves to the fire from the paratroopers above. Guards tanks moving up the wide, tree-lined avenues provided suppressive fire from their .30- and .50-caliber machine guns by spraying the houses under attack. Under this covering fire the third team from each squad moved quickly across the street. They tossed hand grenades into windows, kicked in the doors, and began clearing each house in the building in room-to-room fighting. As soon as the assaulting force entered the building across the street, the covering force would move up behind them to help in subduing resistance in that row of houses. Then the teams would do it again, but instead of crossing a street to the next row of houses they would have to cross a brick walled backyard, the alley, and then the brick walled yard of the houses being assaulted. These squad-level teams worked side by side as a platoon to clear three or four connected houses in the middle of a city block, then blast holes in the common walls to assault adjacent houses, working their way outward from the middle to the houses on the corners. Platoons sometimes worked forward behind one assaulting platoon and sometimes fought together in a line to clear a wide enough corridor, depending upon the nature of the opposition.

Private Carl Beck was a member of one of the rifle squads in the 1st Platoon of Company E. “We went into houses from the front and out the back, over the fence and into another house. Then out the front door, go across the street and into the front of another house. We did that all the way to the bridge.”11

Vandervoort couldn’t help but be impressed by how well his paratroopers and the British Guardsmen worked together. “For soldiers of different allied armies, it was amazing how beautifully the tankers and troopers teamed together. It was testimony to their combat acumen as seasoned veterans—both Yanks and Tommies. It required an intuitive sense of balance not to exploit the tanks as protection for the infantry, nor to preoccupy the infantry with screening the tanks. That depended on a lot of individual initiative. [Lieutenant] Colonel [Edward H.] Goulburn, a perceptive commander, more or less turned individual tanks loose and let them go up the alleys and through the yards with the infantry. The spearhead of the British column, which included the paratroopers, blasted its way up the avenue and into the side streets as required by the enemy dispositions.” 12

As the Eastern Force fought toward the highway bridge, the Western Force arrived near the railroad bridge. Sergeant Paul D. Nunan, with Company D, 505th, was riding on one of the British tanks as the column approached an underpass that ran beneath the rail yard. “We climbed off the tanks not far from a railroad yard and moved along the tracks leading to it. One platoon of the company was ahead of us. As we approached an underpass, we began receiving sporadic sniper fire. With a thousand places to hide it was hard to tell where the fire was coming from.”13

As the paratroopers advanced to within about two hundred yards of the bridge, Germans opened up from well-hidden, dug-in positions. Two of the five British Shermans were knocked out by hidden antitank guns, and the Grenadier Guards and D Company infantry were hit with automatic weapons fire from several directions as they advanced. First Sergeant John Rabig, with Company D, could see tracers coming from the front and both flanks as they advanced. “I kept behind one of the tanks which was shielding me. I felt safe enough. I began to see crazy Dutch boys, young kids about sixteen or seventeen, with an orange band on their arms, with guns, risking their lives. I tried to get them to go back but they took no notice.

“All hell broke loose on the approach to the bridge. I learned later that six hundred Dutchmen had volunteered their services to General Gavin, using the weapons from our dead and wounded.”14

Lieutenant James J. “Joe” Meyers was near the rear of the Company D column. “As we advanced, we came to a building I took to be a railway station, or freight depot. [Lieutenant Waverly] Wray came rushing to the rear of the column. He pointed to Lieutenant [Isaac] Michelman, who had returned from the hospital a few days before the operation, and to me and beckoned us to join him. He had a rocket launcher team and a few men with him and he instructed Michelman and me to take one rifle squad and come with him.

“We followed Wray around the station or depot and stopped briefly just short of the rail yard. Wray said a German tank was holding up the advance of the company. He would take his group and the rocket launcher and work his way down the west side of the rail yard to his right.

“Wray did not state precisely what he wanted us to do, nor did he indicate why his plan required a total of three officers. He was the XO and an experienced combat veteran, while I was inexperienced. It is safe to assume he wanted us to protect his right flank and rear, and that’s what we did. Wray moved to the left with his group and he was quickly out of sight. After advancing about fifty yards, we met a hail of automatic weapons fire coming straight down the tracks from the direction of the bridge. We hit the ground. But, there was almost no cover or concealment. Michelman crawled under a boxcar and I was a few inches away to his left. A steel rail separated us.

“We couldn’t locate the source of the automatic weapons fire, and we were discussing what to do. Michelman’s body rose a few inches into the air, then settled back to earth. He was hit, and he commenced to check out his wound. The bullet entered his left breast, traversed his chest and abdomen and exited at the waistline forward of his right hip. I glanced to my rear to check on the squad and saw Private Jacob T. Herman, Jr. kneeling directly behind me. I shouted an order for him to get down, but he did not move. I took a second look and saw a bullet hole in his forehead. He was dead.”15

Private Frank Aguerrebere, carrying an M1 rifle with a grenade launcher attached, was with Lieutenant Wray as they made their way around the west side of the rail yard. “I went to the left following other troopers. We were under heavy fire and we were looking for cover. There were a few sheds and boxcars in the area with troopers already using them. I lay on the ground by the railroad tracks next to a trooper with a boxcar above us. The bazooka man [Private First Class Frank ‘Barney’ Silanskis] was standing along side the boxcar and below him on the ground was his [assistant] gunner [Private First Class Joe Rajca]. As we were under heavy fire, a bullet ricocheted up and hit [Private First Class Silanskis] in the face. He yelled and went to the rear. Another bullet, this time hit the [assistant] gunner on his buttocks, and he was carried back by four troopers. Other troopers were also hit and went back.”16

While hugging the ground, Private Aguerrebere heard Lieutenant Wray, who was well out in front of the rest of the troopers, shout for the bazooka team to move up. “I yelled to him that the bazooka man and some of his men had been hit and [had] gone back. I told him that I had a grenade launcher and some grenades. He said for me to come forward. I went and laid next to him, noticing that he was alone, risking his life, and appeared to without fear.

“He pointed to a tower, way up in front and said, ‘See if you can hit it, I think someone is up there.’ I got up on one knee, aimed and fired. The grenade went short. He said, ‘Let me try it,’ grabbed my rifle, aimed and fired. Again it was short. The tower seemed to be very far [away].

“Suddenly, a trooper came up with a bazooka and ammunition for us to use. Lieutenant Wray loaded the bazooka, aimed and fired. The tower was still too far and the shot went short. He reloaded and said that he was going to move up closer and try again. He got up, went about fifteen feet forward. Suddenly, fire began and he was hit and fell down. We crawled to him, shook him and asked if he was all right. He did not respond, so we figured that he was dead.”17

Just as he turned back around after seeing Private Herman killed, Lieutenant Meyers saw a trooper moving back toward him through heavy automatic weapons fire. “Corporal Gerald R. Weed, a member of Wray’s group, hit the ground at my side and reported that Wray had been killed attempting to destroy a German tank with a bazooka and that the remainder of the group had withdrawn. There was no point in remaining in our exposed position and taking more casualties, so I decided to pull back. Michelman said he couldn’t make it and to leave without him. I told him to remain, to play dead and I would return for him in a few hours when it was dark.

“I issued the squad orders to withdraw in a single rush to the nearest cover, an earth berm used as a stop at the end of a rail siding. As we jumped to our feet and moved to the rear, streams of blue tracers enveloped us. Fortunately, no one else was hit.”18

As Sergeant Paul Nunan was advancing with his platoon toward the rail yard, “Private First Class Frank Silankis approached me holding a hand over his mouth. Blood was seeping between his fingers. He informed me that Wray had been killed.”19

Lieutenant Wray, the executive officer of D Company, was always up front with the NCOs and enlisted men wherever the action was the hottest. News of his loss was devastating to the D Company troopers and as word spread, it stunned the entire division. It had been Wray who had single-handedly killed the commander and his entire staff of the 1st Battalion, 1058th Grenadier Regiment in Normandy only three months earlier. Lieutenant Colonel Vandervoort described Wray as “one of our finest officers. Wray was a Congressional Medal of Honor nominee.”20

Company D was suffering heavy casualties, especially among its leaders. Yet, they continued to advance across the open rail yard and attack dug-in German machine gun, antiaircraft, and antitank gun positions.

Later that afternoon, Company D pulled back and attempted to approach the rail yard and bridge from the southeast along a street bordered by attached row houses on the left side and Kronenburg Park on the right. During the fighting as Company D advanced house to house up the street, a platoon of Germans with a couple of hand-pulled 20mm antiaircraft guns attacked Company D from behind. Sergeant Nunan was wounded as he knocked out one of the 20mm guns and killed its crew. “Using a Gammon grenade and a Thompson submachine gun, the issue was decided in my favor at a cost of a fair sized hole in my left leg. I was evacuated by ambulance, truck, and hospital train all the way back to Normandy, near where I had landed on D-Day just over three months before. I had what we called a ‘million dollar wound’. Bad enough to keep you out of combat for a while, without being permanently disabling.”21

Private First Class Julius “Ike” Eisner, who had switched from his trusted M1 rifle to a BAR prior to moving into Nijmegen, was working forward with several other D Company troopers in a “leapfrog” manner north up the railroad tracks. He would lay down suppressive fire while the others would move forward and then they would put down covering fire while he moved forward. About 7:00 p.m., Eisner was hit in the leg with four or five MG-42 rounds. “They split my leg wide open, from the knee to almost the crotch. Went right through, didn’t hit the bone or nothing. I was lucky.”22

One or more of the bullets that struck him in the leg hit a Gammon grenade he was carrying in the leg pocket of his jump suit. “It took the whole top off the grenade, detonator and all. It was in two pieces.”23 His luck, if you can call it that, still held. The Gammon grenade, by some miracle did not explode.

Eisner was alone and bleeding profusely from multiple wounds. “There was nobody around there. And who comes along but a Dutch guy with a bicycle stretcher. I was bleeding and he put a patch on me from the first aid kit I was carrying. He looked after me. Just patched me up, gave me the penicillin I was carrying, and put some sulfa powder on it. He put me on the bicycle stretcher and took me to a German hospital.”24 Eisner didn’t know it at the time, but his long journey back to his unit was just beginning.

Company D trooper Private Frank Bilich saw one of the British tanks hit by an antitank round and set on fire. “Charlie Miller ran out under intense fire and pulled some of them out, then dragged them around the corner to a Dutch house. (We were later told that he was written up for a medal.)25

“We occupied a row of houses on Oude Wertz, and took over the upstairs rooms. Captain Taylor Smith told us to stay there, nobody was pulling out. ‘We are going to hold this position’ were his last words [as he moved around to check each position in the row of houses]. All of a sudden the Germans were all over the nearby railroad track and we were cut off. What we didn’t know was, the company had pulled back [approximately one hundred yards] leaving us to our fate.”26

In the house with Private First Class Bilich were only two men, “Bill McMandon, and another guy. With us were three members of a Dutch family; the mother who spoke English and her two young daughters. Around my neck I had my dog-tags and a rosary my mother had given me. The Dutch lady asked if I was Catholic.

“The Germans were getting very close so we went down into the basement from the kitchen. Those houses were built so there was another door and stairs from the basement that came up under the back porch, into a fenced backyard. All three of us were hiding under the stairs as a German officer brought his platoon into the building. Twice he came halfway down the stairs from the kitchen to give orders to the Dutch lady to fix coffee or something. By then the shooting had died down and it was all quiet. Every time he came down we thought about shooting him, but the rest would have got us. Her daughters were against a wall—she had only one small light on, and we had not been spotted in the darkness.”27 Bilich and the other two men were trapped. They could do nothing except hide and wait.

Meanwhile, the Eastern Force was fighting its way, house by house, block by block toward the highway bridge. Lieutenant Colonel Vandervoort and his men kept the pressure on the Germans. “The Jerries fought hard and courageously, but the relentlessly closing tanks and troopers forced them to scramble to alternate positions and to fall back to continue the fight. To do so they had to abandon some of their heavy weapons and bulky ammunition. The Guards Armored Division gave us all the tank support we needed. Some Shermans and their crews were lost as we went along. Usually, it happened because the tank was employed too aggressively. There were street intersections a man could run across, but a tank would be hit by a high velocity gun. In order not to lose tanks, the armor had to wait until the troopers moved ahead and solved the problem from the flanks. The formula was learned quickly, but unfortunately, the hard way. With the overwhelming preponderance of armored firepower, the foot soldiers and tanks moved methodically the last few blocks toward our objective.”28

The paratroopers and tankers fought their way into the city in over three hours of continual house-to-house street fighting. As it was getting dark, they approached the last houses before the traffic circle, Hunner Park, and the highway bridge. Lieutenant James J. Coyle, with the third tank in the column, finally saw the prize. “We cleared the last house and could see the bridge. I got quite a shock. I didn’t expect it to be so large.”29

Private First Class Earl Boling, with E Company, was moving up with the lead tanks. “As they passed, one of the drivers said the phrase used by kids all over England, ‘Any gum, chum?’ I gave him a pack of gum and he said, ‘Thanks, mate,’ closed the hatch of the tank and turned the corner to his left.”30

As the tanks neared the open area around the Keiser Lodwijkplein traffic circle, Lieutenant Coyle saw the lead tank open fire with its main gun. “The roar was deafening, and I am sure they were not firing at any particular target, but to pin down the enemy.”31

As the first Sherman moved into the intersection with the cross street, Graadt van Roggenstraat, an 88mm dual-purpose gun hidden behind trees on the western side of the traffic circle opened fire. The first round hit the tank, which immediately caught fire. A few seconds later the next tank in the column was hit as it moved into the intersection.

Private First Class Boling saw it happen. The tank crew and the driver to whom Boling had just spoken were hit. “He immediately tried to back around the corner. As we ran to the tank to try to help, it was engulfed in flames as the fuel burned and the ammunition exploded. We stood helplessly as the tank went up in flames, a second tank [the third tank in the column] tried to locate the hidden gun and knock it out. It too was disabled, but the crew did manage to escape from this one and retreat back around the corner.”32

Lieutenant Coyle was moving up the street approaching the traffic circle with that third tank, when it suddenly “went into reverse and backed up about fifty feet to the houses we had just left. I went storming back to the third tank shouting at the commander to get back with us. He said he was hit. I told him he was not hit. (I could not see a mark on the tank.)

“A British sergeant jumped out of the tank and said, ‘What’s that then, mate?’ pointing to a large hole on the other side of the turret which I had not seen.

“I felt about two feet tall. I didn’t know how that tank took that hit without suffering any wounded or catching fire. I could see that the tanks were not going to make a move at that point and was trying to figure a way to get to a point where I could observe the position in front of me without being spotted.

“Just then, an elderly man and woman came out the back door of one of the houses facing the park and ran as fast as they could back the way we had come. I realized that if I could get the men on the second floor rooms in the front of the row attached houses, we would be able to see and fire on the enemy in the park. I moved the platoon quickly into two of the buildings, cautioning them not to open fire before I gave the command. I knew that as soon as we opened fire we would receive heavy fire in return. I hoped that we would be able to spot the antitank guns and knock them out so the tanks and the rest of the battalion could advance on the bridge.”33

Private First Class Boling was trying not to think about the deaths of the crew of the British tank he had just witnessed. “The British sergeant major of the tank unit tried to get another tank to go around the corner, and the driver said, ‘But the bloody Krauts will blow it to hell, Sergeant.’

“And the Sergeant Major said, ‘So what. The Yanks will send us another on lend-lease.’ But he decided to wait to see our progress at the houses.

“At this time a decision was made for the platoons of E Company to clear and occupy a row of apartment type houses extending down the street to our left, and overlooking Hunner Park, the bridge approaches, and traffic ‘roundabout’ to our left. We cautiously moved into the houses.”34

Heavy fire from MG-42s and 20mm antiaircraft guns began to sweep the wide avenue of Mariaplein that Coyle’s platoon had just crossed, stopping the remainder of the column and effectively isolating his platoon.

Sergeant Otis Sampson watched the rifle squads move out ahead of his mortar squad, waiting for their turn. “I waited near the left corner building for a signal to send the men across, a shell fired from our left down the avenue caught the corner of the building and exploded. Lucky no one was hit. It had been close. Lieutenant Colonel Vandervoort crossed over from the other side and informed me to send a machine gun forward; then he took off back [across the street]. Clyde Rickerd volunteered, and with his machine gun across his shoulder, he hurried across the open area. The rest of the platoon followed: one at a time. I brought up the rear, and as I was about in the middle of the thoroughfare I sent a burst from my Tommy gun down its wide area as I continued to run to the safety of the buildings on the other side. The gun that fired the shell must have been moved so as not to give its position away or they would have used it against us.”35

Company E commander Lieutenant J. J. Smith sized up the problem. “The 2nd and 3rd Platoons were following up the 1st Platoon and had been stopped by enemy fire which covered the road intersection immediately in the rear of the 1st Platoon position. They were unable to move and the situation at the time was looking rotten. Under cover of smoke from hand grenades which the British gave us, Lieutenant Meddaugh succeeded in bringing up the two remaining platoons.”36

Meanwhile, Private First Class Boling moved with 1st and 2nd squads of 1st Platoon to clear the last row of houses in front of the traffic circle and Hunner Park. “We entered the backyards which each had a block of brick wall about four feet in height around them. We crossed and checked the yards and houses. The first platoon moving forward through and past about four or five houses for the other platoons to use, then going into the next house to try to set up a field of fire over the park area from the second floor windows.

“We could see the Germans milling around the park, bringing up more weapons and supplies. Carl Beck and Earl Hable set up a .30-caliber machine gun at a window on the left side of the room and I had the BAR at a window on the right side.”37

Lieutenant Coyle and his men slipped into the row of houses facing the bridge without being detected. “I kept the men back from the windows so they could not be seen by the enemy and set up our machine guns on tables near the front windows of two of the adjacent buildings. I could see German soldiers streaming across the bridge from the other side on foot and on bicycles. It was difficult to keep men from opening fire on them, but I wanted to get as many men in firing position as possible before we gave our position away.

“The Germans had no idea we were there. I knew this for certain when a crew manhandled a 50mm antitank gun out of the park and proceeded to set it up not thirty feet in front of us, pointing up the street to our right where the tanks had been knocked out.

“Suddenly, [Lieutenant] Colonel Vandervoort, the battalion commanding officer, and Captain Bill Harris, the S-3, came into the room where I was setting up our position.”38

Staying back from the windows, Vandervoort looked down at the German positions around approaches to the highway bridge. “Hunner Park was congested with Germans. Some were established in a small cluster of buildings, bricked walled gardens and walks leading to an ancient stone ruin on the river bluff—the castle of Charlemagne on the northwest corner of the park.

“Other enemy elements were concealed in air raid shelters and sandbagged small group trenches in the open park. The Germans had hastily converted an antiaircraft position [of three 88mm dual-purpose guns] at the south end of the bridge to ground defense. Some self-propelled guns were visible and one or two high velocity antitank guns fired from the left.

“We had to cross the park to reach the highway bridge. The Germans, in sizable numbers had to be dislodged to give the tanks unmolested access to the bridge. From the second floor windows we looked down their throats. Time was running out for them unless they got help. Whatever their number, we had them outmaneuvered, outgunned and, in our bones outclassed. Why not? We had driven them back for blocks.”39

After Vandervoort had taken a few moments to look over the German defenses, Lieutenant Coyle told him what he was going to do. “I explained my plan to him and he approved. He saw the Germans coming over the bridge and the antitank gun right in front of us. I told him I knew we could knock out the gun as soon as we opened fire.

“I told the colonel I would hold our fire for five minutes. He told me he would try to move the British tanks forward when we opened fire. Then he left to see the British commander.”40

Platoon Sergeant Otis Sampson walked into the room about that time. “I saw a German soldier running across the street to the other side. I raised my Tommy gun to shoot him, but Coyle pushed it down. ‘Not yet!’ he whispered, ‘It will give our position away.’

“It was such a perfect shot I hated to miss it. I had figured the Germans knew we were there. Coyle had quietly moved into this building with his men before I came up. He was right; if they didn’t know we were there, the burst from the Tommy gun would have told them.

“I went into the cellar where some of our platoon men were waiting quietly in the dark, watching through the street windows. I had just left the building by the back door when…”41

Coyle heard “someone open fire from the building next door. I immediately had the men in the house where I was open fire with the machine gun and BAR, and Private First Class John Keller knocked out the [50mm] antitank gun with a rifle grenade.”42

The enemy was surprised and initially returned fire with small arms, spraying each building on the block, while they were getting a fix on the paratroopers’ locations. Private First Class Boling was blasting away with his BAR at the enemy below when suddenly he felt a stinging sensation. “I received flying brick chips to the right side of my neck. I reached up and got a handful of brick dust and traces of blood. In the dim light I thought I was wounded, but a check by others confirmed it was only a nick.”43

When the firing started prematurely between Coyle’s platoon and the Germans in the open area around the traffic circle and the park, Lieutenant Smith signaled the Grenadier Guards to go ahead and move their tanks up to the intersection on the right side of Coyle’s platoon as they had planned. “Some high velocity 75s [that] opened up that had not done any firing as yet and made the positions of the tanks untenable. Two Shermans were knocked out in this bit of action, and the tanks retired to a cover position to wait for a new thrust.”44

Without warning, as Lieutenant Coyle and the other men in the room were firing at the Germans below, they were thrown to the floor. “There was a terrific explosion in the room and it filled with plaster dust blinding everyone. When it cleared, I could see that an antitank gun shell had come through the wall from the room in the house next door on our left and continued through the wall to the house on our right. By some miracle, the only man wounded was Private Carl Beck. But, he was seriously wounded in the left side of his head and face. We pulled him into the back of the house and some men got him out to the backyard where the medics could pick him up.”45

Private Beck was barely hanging on. “A piece of shrapnel went into my mouth and came out the left side of my head, taking everything with it. I now know that it was my lieutenant, James Coyle, who saved my life by his prompt first aid.”46

As soon as Lieutenant Coyle had taken care of Beck, he returned to the front room. “Private First Class Clyde Rickerd and I then manned the machine gun and reopened fire, but we could not see exactly where the antitank gun firing to our left was located. Just as I realized that tracer rounds included in the ammunition were pinpointing our position for the enemy, another shell burst into the room from the left, hit the wall on our right, and fell to the floor in the room. We could not continue firing, and we moved back out of the front room.

“I went to the front room next door where the other squad of my men were, to check them out. No E Company men were hit, but a British [artillery] observer with a radio, who had moved into our position without my knowledge, had been killed by the concussion when the shell went through the room. He did not have a mark on him.”47

When Coyle asked his men who had opened fire without orders, he was told that a British artillery observer “had walked into the room where our men were waiting and seeing the Germans in the street in front of us, opened fire on his own.”48

Private First Class Boling and the other men in his squad were told to move out of the front room they were occupying. “Since the side of the room had been knocked out by shellfire, the rest of the men were moved to the next room over and some to the first floor level. I assigned Private James Duncan and James Drury to take charge of the machine gun, my first command as an acting corporal. It was not questioned.”49

Sergeant Sampson watched Beck and Hable being carried out the back door of the building. “Beck was badly wounded. As Hable passed, I heard him tell his buddies, ‘I’ll be back as soon as I can.’ It was a sincere statement.”50

Vandervoort ordered Company F to envelop the German resistance by moving around the left flank and approaching the bridge area from the southwest. Lieutenant William R. “Rusty” Hays, Jr., was a new assistant platoon leader with Company F, 505th. “As we crossed streets perpendicular to our line of march, we would pause, gather into small groups and run across to reduce exposure to enemy fire. The Germans were expected to be on our right, so as the tanks would cross a wide street, they would swing their big guns to the right, so if they received fire from down the street they’d be ready to return it.

“We came to a wide boulevard. We’d been told there was a German 88 antitank gun at a traffic circle two blocks down the boulevard to the right. My platoon ran across without drawing fire and the tanks followed us, swinging their guns to the right as they crossed.”51

As one of tanks crossed, its gun hit a tree sapling that caused its turret to spin around and accidentally fired a round from the 17-pounder main gun that hit a group of troopers from Hays’ platoon that were resting with their backs against the wall of a building. One of those in the group was Sergeant Spencer Wurst. “When the gun went off, the detonation was close enough to stun me. I was momentarily knocked out or lost my senses. I couldn’t hear much for the next few hours, but I recall coming to and immediately remembering what had occurred. As for the tank, it just kept rolling down the street. Luckily, the round was armor piercing. If it had been high explosives, it could have been catastrophic, but it was already very bad.

“The second man to my right [Private Alfonso R. Aguirre] was killed instantly. The man next to me [Corporal George S. Ziemski] was seriously wounded but survived. As soon as I came to I grabbed my first-aid packet and started to bandage him as best I could. We had been taught to use the first-aid packet of the wounded man rather than our own, to insure we still had bandages if we were wounded ourselves. In the confusion I wasn’t thinking all that clearly, although my training did click in well enough for me to start working on him.”52

After checking on his men, Lieutenant Hays moved out with his platoon. “About a block further on, just as it was getting dark, I was told that my platoon would be attached to the British tank company we were with. Our objective would be a wooded park area down the street about two blocks. Whenever the tanks stopped, the platoon’s job was to ‘nip up into the houses on both sides of the street and be sure there were no Germans with Panzerfausts in the houses.’”53

Sergeant Wurst and his squad moved out behind the tanks. “The British tanks were abreast of one another. We followed them as closely as we could, seeking maximum protection as we peered ahead into doors and windows. I don’t know if I fired or saw any enemy soldiers, but they were there. As soon as we turned the corner, the tanks fired rapidly with their two .30-caliber MGs and 75mm cannon. The din was deafening.

“We got a lot of return fire from the head of the street, heavy small arms fire. In addition to machine guns, rifles and machine pistols, the Germans had dug in some 20mm antiaircraft weapons. I don’t know if they were twins or quads, but when they’re shooting at you, it hardly matters. They fired tracer rounds with a ratio of about one to four. It was late enough for the tracers to show up well in the dark.

“The fire became so heavy that the tanks momentarily stopped. They weren’t damaged by the small arms and the 20mm fire, but it was a dangerous situation for the rifle squads. I got flatter than flat on the street, trying to get below a six-inch curb in a desperate search for cover. The fire immediately over my head cracked the air a foot or two above my body. I lay prone, hugging that curb for dear life, and I wasn’t the only one. I don’t think it gave us much protection except from our right front. If it hadn’t been for the pavement, I’d have started digging.”54

The tanks began moving again and Lieutenant Hays and his men jumped up and moved down the street behind them. “The tanks moved slowly down the street towards the wooded park, and we followed. Just before we reached the park, the tanks encountered a roadblock, some trees that had been felled across the road. Fearing that there may be some antitank mines hidden in the trees, they stopped and my platoon tried to ‘nip up into the houses on each side of the street.’ On my side of the street, this wasn’t possible; the house had been set on fire by artillery shells. Not only was this house on fire, silhouetting us against the flames, but there were houses on fire up the block behind us, also silhouetting us, including the tanks, against the flame. This was particularly scary to the tankers, since they knew somewhere in front of us the Germans had a big 88.

“By that time it was pitch dark. The troops of my platoon on my side of the street, unable to move into the house because of the fire, were milling around outside in front of the house, not knowing what to do.”55

Meanwhile, Sergeant Wurst’s squad moved around the tanks on the opposite side of the street. “I was reluctant because of the tank episode earlier in the day. At night, a buttoned up tank is practically blind. To advance around and move in front of those tanks would expose us to friendly fire as well as heavy fire from the enemy.

“We nevertheless moved around to the left of the tank to clear away the debris. At that very instant, a German antitank gun let loose. The German gunner was anxious and missed. The fire came from our right front and went across in front of the tanks. The gunner probably couldn’t see them, but he had anticipated their movement into his field of fire.

“When an 88 fires on you at a distance of a hundred yards or less, you don’t get much time to react. The tanks reversed, moving to the rear as quickly as their engines could get them there. One thing, and one thing only, saved us from being crushed—my squad had already started around to the left of the tanks.”56

At that instant, Hays and his men were left without the protection of the tanks. “Just after the tanks left, someone called out, ‘counterattack!’ and a German hand grenade exploded in the front yard of the house where we were. One of the British soldiers was hit bad.

“Because of the fire behind us we were reluctant to move from where we were. We didn’t know how many Germans were in front of us and expected them to counterattack any minute. Then, suddenly, here came the tanks roaring back and stopped in front of us. We carried the wounded man out and put him on the back of a tank, and keeping the tanks between us and the Germans we moved two blocks down the street to a school, where the rest of the company was and where we were to spend the night.”57

Lieutenant Colonel Vandervoort had his men in position for an assault on the southern approaches of the highway bridge. “Companies E and F deployed in houses on the southern edge of the park waiting to be unleashed to finish the job. Our ammunition was plentiful with the exception of 60mm mortar rounds. All battalion communications—radio and telephone—were tied in ‘five by five’—better than ‘Ma Bell.’ A dozen or more Sherman tanks, motors idling, were ready to roll when ordered. Company D was downstream fighting and dying for the railroad bridge. Except for Company D, our casualties, tanks and troopers, were negligible. In short, the battalion and the tanks were on the line of departure ready for a joint infantry/tank assault to put the armor over the river. There was time to establish a bridgehead north of the Waal before dark if the bridge wasn’t demolished.

“So—I reported to the generals that 2nd Battalion was ready to take Hunner Park and put their tanks on the bridge. After consideration, they decided to consolidate our positions for the night and have their infantry, the Cold-stream Guards, mop up the area to our left the next morning. The decision to pause was disappointing. The momentum was ours all afternoon. We wanted to continue while we had the upper hand.

“From dead and wounded enemy, our intelligence officer identified the Reconnaissance Battalion of the 9th SS Panzer Division. Were they the forerunners of the whole damn Panzer Division? That was what recon battalions usually did. The SS recon battalion T/O strength was six hundred, coincidentally about the same as 2nd Battalion’s strength. The SS identification explained why few prisoners had been taken. The deaths-head skull and cross bones were the SS insignia…. In combat they were deceptive, prisoner-shooting bastards. Despite our mean opinion of them, they were tough S. O. B. s and could not be taken lightly.”58

Because of the density of multistory buildings, Vandervoort’s 81mm mortar platoon had found only one place with the vertical clearance from which to operate their weapons. “Our 81mm mortars were dug into deep gun pits between the headstones and monuments of an ancient cemetery a few blocks back. When firing, the troopers’ torsos bobbed above and below ground. There was a ghoulish appearance to the scene—not for the superstitious or squeamish. It wasn’t irreverence but necessity that placed them there. The old graveyard was the only open space in the neighborhood giving sufficient vertical clearance from the tall buildings to permit wide, full range horizontal arcs of fire. The Tommies thought the layout was hilarious. Good natured banter about fornicating Yank grave robbers was run into the ground. It was well the Dutch residents had evacuated the area.

“Our 81mm mortar platoon was walking high-explosive shells up and down the roadbed of the massive stone piered and steel arched bridge. They hoped to get lucky and cut any exposed wires leading to demolition charges. Someone asked, ‘What if they hit a charge causing the bridge to blow sky high?’ ‘Then we’d know the bloody thing was booby trapped’ was the reply. The 81mm shelling also sealed off access between enemy elements on the opposite sides of the Waal.

“One German tried to run north across the bridge. Our mortar observer fired one round that knocked him flat. He got up and began running away without his rifle. Then he stopped, turned around, came back, picked up his piece and started away again at a full jog—weapon in hand. The mortar platoon leader ordered ‘cease fire’ and watched the good soldier run away.”59

As darkness fell on September 19 at the Champion CP, General Gavin was putting together a daring plan to capture the Nijmegen bridges. The weight of all of those lives in Arnhem weighed heavily on his mind. “General Horrocks, commanding British XXX Corps, General Browning, commanding the Airborne Corps, and General Allan Adair, commanding the Guards Armored Division, and I had a meeting near the sidewalk in front of the Malden schoolhouse late in the afternoon of September 19.

“Earlier Browning had warned me, ‘The Nijmegen bridge must be taken today. At the latest, tomorrow.’ The capture of the Nijmegen bridge was squarely on my shoulders. This I knew. But most important to me were the lives of General Urquhart and the British First Airborne.”60
  


CHAPTER 6

“A DAY UNPRECEDENTED IN THE DIVISION’S COMBAT HISTORY”1
 

As darkness fell in Nijmegen, the paratroopers, Guardsmen, and SS Grenadiers were exhausted from the fighting of that day and needed sleep. But, sleep was risky, as both sides played a deadly game, using the night to conceal their movements. The Germans set fire to many of the buildings around their perimeter in order to prevent infiltration. And they sent out night patrols to infiltrate the American positions. The paratroopers used the night in order to get close enough to assault key German strong points that had held up their advance during the earlier fighting.

Lieutenant Smith ordered E Company’s 3rd Platoon to occupy an open area east of the highway bridge approach, where it “found foxholes and trenches occupied by the enemy. And after several of the enemy were bayoneted in their holes, the remaining few attempted to retreat. They were attacked and wiped out in hand-to-hand battle in which trench knives were the only tools used.”2

After dark, Lieutenant Meyers, with Company D, 505th, took a few men and went back to the rail yard to find and evacuate Lieutenant Michelman, who had been wounded during the earlier fighting. “I found [Private Jacob] Herman’s body, but Michelman, who was only a few feet away, was gone. Apparently, he crawled out on his own. Later, we received word from the aid station of his evacuation. Fires from the burning buildings illuminated the streets and the fighting continued as we advanced from one building to another. During lulls in our fighting we could hear sounds of heavy fighting coming from the direction of the highway bridge.”3

As darkness fell, Lieutenant James J. Coyle and his Company E, 505th platoon still maintained their positions in several of the row houses overlooking the German positions in the park and traffic circle area, south of the Nijmegen highway bridge. “We received the word that the attack was being held up for the night and that we were to hold our position. Enemy fire had stopped and I placed men in the three houses on the ground floor to prevent enemy infiltrators from getting into position.

“I was in the upper front room shortly after dark observing the enemy area in front of us as best I could. Suddenly, a British tank opened fire across my front from the right and a German tank replied from my left. I don’t know how they could see each other in the dark, but a terrific crossfire of heavy caliber tracers continued for almost five minutes. (The next day I saw the German tank, an old French model, knocked out near the traffic circle to the left of our position.) When the firing ceased, I saw that the tracer fire had set a public building on fire and I could now observe the area to my front by its light.

“The company runner then gave me a message that I was to report to the E Company CP—about two blocks behind the 1st Platoon position. When I got there, the CO told me to plot my platoon’s position in on the company’s overlay. I had just completed the map when my platoon runner came in with the information that a patrol was moving in front of our area. The men thought the patrol was British and had not fired on it. But, some thought it was an enemy patrol.

“I had returned to the platoon and went to the front of the house where Sergeant Ben Popilsky was observing from the doorway. He told me two men walked past on the sidewalk earlier, but he thought they were British tankers. Just then, the two returned and I could see in the light of the burning building that they wore the helmets and smocks of German paratroopers.

“Popilsky and I opened fire with our Thompson submachine guns. One of the Germans went down, but the other ran to our left and got behind a tree. He yelled at us in German, and Ben who understood it said he was asking to come back and help his comrade. I told Ben to tell him that we would take care of his comrade, who was groaning on the sidewalk. When Popilsky yelled back, I realized that Ben was speaking Yiddish to the German. The German then called us, ‘Verdamdt Americanische Schweinhunds’ and we called him a ‘Kraut bastard.’

“I wanted the wounded German soldier as a prisoner, and I was not about to let the other man come back and pick us off in the doorway, now that he knew exactly where we were. He finally ran away, but when we crawled out to get the wounded German, we discovered that he had died.”4

That night, Sergeant Otis Sampson, known as the “mortar artist” to the men in E Company, was told by a messenger to report to Lieutenant Smith’s command post. “Our company command post was in the cellar of a house back of the one Lieutenant Coyle was holding. [Lieutenant] Smith told me to take two mortar squads and go to the east of where we were and shell the area across the street from Lieutenant Coyle. He showed me the position I was to set up in. I asked for a ruler to lay out my field of fire. The spacious cellar room was dimly lit. I had entered the room during an interrogation of a large-built German soldier. The prisoner was using both hands to hold his pants up, for his belt had been removed and the buttons or zipper ripped open. I was given a table and a light to see by, and with the aid of a compass and a ruler, I oriented the map and measured the distance as five hundred fifty yards.

“Wesley Forsythe, our platoon runner, guided me to the chosen area by back alleys. I believe it was to the very end of the front street going east. A platoon of E Company men was already dug in across this front street in the open area that ran to the river.

“I set the two mortars up in the backyard of the corner house and distributed men in defensive positions. A telephone line from the company CP had been laid for the platoon across the street, but it seemed to be continuously out of order. The lieutenant of the platoon told me to hold my fire. I knew he was right, but that wasn’t the reason I did it. The firing had quieted down. All I would have done is bring artillery down on us and the platoon in the open field. I could send one round over at a time, between each round fired I would have to use a light to reset the delicate M4 sightings on the mortar. I wouldn’t trust the weapon to hold its setting. I would be taking a chance of hitting my own platoon across the street. Taking one man with me we went across the east side-street in some shelled out houses and picked up some couch covers and draperies for the mortarmen to keep warm. It was quite chilly. During the night I heard cries for help, but not in our area. I had wondered if the cries were for real or someone trying to lure a victim in. Many parts of the city were burning. I didn’t sleep that night, but kept guard.”5

During the night of September 19, Gavin struggled desperately with how to capture the huge Nijmegen bridges intact before the British 1st Airborne Division was annihilated farther north around Arnhem. He knew that Vandervoort’s battalion and the British Guards Armoured Division could eventually seize the southern approaches to the bridges, but that the Germans would simply blow them up as they retreated. “I decided therefore, that I somehow had to get across the river with our infantry and attack the northern end of the bridge and cut off the Germans at the southern end. The question was how. There were no boats around Nijmegen. They had long ago been removed by the Germans.”6

Gavin discussed his plan with General Horrocks, the commander of the British XXX Corps. Gavin told him if he could get boats brought up quickly, that the 504th would make an assault crossing of the Waal River as soon as possible. Horrocks agreed to the plan and instructed his staff to immediately get the boats brought up. Gavin wanted to make the crossing in the predawn darkness, but Horrocks couldn’t assure him when the boats would arrive, only that they would be brought up as quickly as possible.

Later that evening, there was a large meeting at the Champion CP. Assembled were General Gavin, British Generals Browning and Horrocks, officers of the Guards regiments and divisional staff, the 82nd divisional staff, and Colonel Tucker and his 504th regimental staff.

An observer at this meeting, Colonel George Chatterton, commander of the British Glider Pilot Regiment, noted that the British officers were wearing “corduroy trousers, chukka boots, and old school scarves. They seemed relaxed, as though they were discussing an exercise, and I couldn’t help contrast them to the Americans present, especially Colonel Tucker, who was wearing a helmet that almost covered his face. His pistol was in a holster under his left arm, and he had a knife strapped to his thigh. Tucker occasionally removed his cigar long enough to spit and every time he did, faint looks of surprise flickered over the faces of the Guards’ officers.”7

Gavin laid out a very bold plan. “Speed was essential. There was no time even for a reconnaissance. As I continued to talk, Tucker seemed to be the only man in the room who seemed unfazed. He had made the landing at Anzio and knew what to expect.”8

Browning was “by now filled with admiration at the daring of the idea.”9 He immediately granted permission to Gavin to proceed with the assault crossing.

Gavin’s plan was to launch the boats in the Maas-Waal Canal close to where it empties into the Waal River. This would provide a covered position from which to load the boats and time for the men to become familiar with the boats before they left the canal to cross the river. Gavin wanted to use every artillery piece the division and the British could employ to shell the opposite side of the river, together with direct covering fire from the British tanks and Tucker’s 81mm mortars and machine guns as the crossing was made. And finally, the crossing was to be made under the concealment of a heavy smoke screen.

That same evening, as Gavin and his staff were planning the assault crossing of the Waal, four German kampfgruppen were moving into position to carry out concentric sledgehammer attacks against the eastern and southern portions of the 82nd Airborne perimeter. They had been building their forces over the last two days as paratroopers from the 3rd and 5th Fallschirmjäger Divisions arrived from Cologne, Germany to form the main striking power of the forces.

The German plan was for Kampfgruppe Becker, consisting of a battalion of approximately 700 paratroopers from the 3rd Fallschirmjäger Division supported by 5 self-propelled guns from a Fallshirm-Sturmgeschütz brigade, to attack west through Wyler, pushing on to relieve the defenders in Nijmegen. Kampfgruppe von Fürstenberg, comprising approximately 500 men of a reserve reconnaissance battalion supported by armored vehicles and light towed antitank guns, would strike at Beek and then drive west to Nijmegen. Attacking out of the Reichswald would be Kampfgruppe Greschick, consisting of approximately 900 men. This force was made up of a Luftwaffe fortress battalion, an “ear” battalion from the 406th Division composed of old men with hearing problems, and reinforced by several batteries of 88mm, 37mm, and 20mm antiaircraft guns from the 4th Flak Division to be used as ground fire support. Kampfgruppe Greschick was to aim for Groesbeek and the heights beyond. And finally, Kampfgruppe Hermann—made up of a battalion-sized unit of paratroopers from the remnants of the 21st Fallschirmjäger Lehr Regiment, a battalion of artillery from a Fallschirm-Artillerie regiment, a few 88mm flak guns, and a company of Flemish Waffen SS—would strike from the south and hit Riethorst and Mook. Kampfgruppe Hermann’s objective was to seize the Heumen lock bridge, the lone bridge carrying heavy traffic over the Maas Canal, thereby severing the main allied supply line.

The night was restless, and for Vandervoort, one more without sleep. “There were small patrol clashes. Outposts listened for vehicles on the bridge. A prisoner or two was taken. Illuminating flares burst over the front. Minor shellings were exchanged. Someone wounded cried in the park—or was it the SS baiting a trap? The Germans wanted a truce to take out wounded in the E Company sector. The troopers magnanimously stood by—weapons ready—while the evacuation took place. German patrols (some probable would-be looters) tried to enter houses we occupied. They were gunned down through the lace curtained front doors and windows. In the Nijmegen fighting, the .45-caliber Thompson submachine gun didn’t penetrate doors and walls as well as our .30-caliber weapons. Some innovative troopers switched to German Schmeisser machine pistols. To obtain more 9mm ammunition clips, they would shoot another Jerry. It was a self-sufficient if somewhat chancy supply system.”10

During the night, Private First Class Earl Boling stood watch with two other E Company troopers in one of the houses overlooking Hunner Park and the traffic circle. “A patrol with hobnailed boots was heard approaching. Since both the British and the Germans wore hobnailed boots, we were waiting to get a look at them to ascertain if it was friend or foe. As they passed from the back of a large tree and arrived almost in front of our positions, we could see their German uniforms and helmets in the light of the burning house, and it looked to be a five or six man patrol. At this time [Private First Class] John Keller, who was armed with a rifle grenade launcher, pulled the pin and threw a rifle grenade into their midst.

“I believe at least one was killed and one wounded in the blast. Another two or three ran toward the building where Private George Wood and I were at the first floor window. I opened fire with the BAR and one dropped near the sidewalk. I thought two more were outside the window ledge, so I tipped the BAR up and fired the last two shots of the clip over the window ledge; then tried to change a clip, when I saw the enemy soldier less than two feet away, holding to the window ledge with one hand and raising a Luger automatic with the other.

“I was so nervous that I dropped the clip and started to reach for my trench knife on my right boot when Private George Wood said, ‘I’ll get him,’ and fired four times at point blank range into the face of the German. With each shot I could see his head bounce, but he didn’t fall until the fourth shot.

“Private Wood had used a Beretta automatic that he had been carrying into combat since his days in the Sicily invasion. I was certainly glad he had it along. I told George that I was sure that another German soldier was outside the room below the window level or behind some nearby bushes in the shadows.

“We ‘sweat it out’ until daylight was approaching. Meanwhile, one of the wounded near the curb of the street was moaning throughout the rest of the night. As dawn was breaking we could make out the figure of a German underneath the edge of some bushes with a grenade in his hand.

“Sergeant Popilsky, who had been raised in Chicago and spoke some of several languages, called out to the German to put down the grenade and come in the window, which he did. Sergeant Popilsky interrogated him and learned that he was a Polish soldier, conscripted into the German unit, and was not of the die hard SS troops that we were fighting.”11

Private Frank Bilich, along with the two other D Company troopers trapped under the stairway in the basement of the house near the railroad bridge, were in a dilemma. “By 2:30 in the morning all was quiet. We knew there was a guard on the back porch. If we stayed until daylight they would soon find us. The three of us had a whispered council of war. It was decided that we would make a run for it just before dawn. We talked about who was going first, second, and last. The way out would be up the stairs and out under the porch.

“Again, the officer came halfway down the stairs from the kitchen and asked for coffee. After he went back we decided that this was our chance. We came up to the backyard and saw a wooden fence with a gate blocking our path.

“McMandon took off, hit the gate with such force that it burst open, and [he] went through. I followed. There was a call to halt in German and somebody fired some shots. We were all through the gate and running down the backs of those houses, running until our lungs were ready to explode. We ran across a road and right over an E Company machine gun position and fell into a ditch. All the E Company boys could say was, ‘Where the hell have you come from?’ We didn’t care. We had made it.”12

At dawn on September 20, a light rain fell and the skies were overcast. In Nijmegen, Lieutenant J. J. Smith, commanding Company E, 505th, had not slept the previous night after his company’s hard fight on September 19 to close in on the German positions immediately around the highway bridge. “At dawn heavy artillery began dropping in on us and did not cease all day long. During the night, snipers had succeeded in gaining positions within our company sectors, and sniping was carried out all day long. Details were formed to ferret out these men, but they were so well hidden that it was almost an impossible task.”13

The 2nd Battalion held its fire for the most part during the morning as they waited while the British Grenadier Guards cleared the built up area to the west of the highway bridge. Things had settled down enough that the troopers took advantage of the opportunity to make lunch. Vandervoort knew that his men hadn’t eaten, since the rations they had jumped with were exhausted the previous day. “Every back porch seemed to have a cage of Belgium hares and every house a garden. There was time to cook, so GI rabbit stew came on the menu. I don’t recall that it qualified as gourmet.”14

That morning, as Vandervoort’s men awaited the orders to attack the southern end of the bridges, the Germans launched massive attacks against the small forces holding key road junctions and the towns of Wyler, Beek, Riethorst, and Mook.

On Hill 75.9, known as “Devil’s Hill” to the paratroopers, two platoons of Company A, 508th, and an attached platoon of Company G, 508th, were hit with artillery and mortar fire before dawn. A small group of Company A, 508th troopers had been occupying a position below the hill. One of those troopers, Corporal James Blue, saw a couple of shadowy figures advancing toward their position in the predawn darkness. “Two German soldiers came forward with arms raised as if to surrender. At a distance of about fifty yards, we could see that one of them had something on his back. Shortly, he fell forward, and the second soldier attempted to fire the machine gun that was attached to his comrade’s back. We had our sights set on them; they were riddled with gunfire. We received an order to join the Foley force. As we moved from this position, a barrage of mortar fire came in; we were in luck to have moved just in time. We left the position on the double, and were fired on by a machine gun.

“We were greeted by Lieutenant Foley as we arrived on the hill, and were given a sector of the hill to defend. From the foxhole I was occupying, I could see the bodies of several of my comrades. Under the situation, our troops had not had time to collect and bury them. These had been victims of the initial attack the evening before. On the north and east side, several German bodies lay sprawled.”15

Shortly after dawn, the artillery and mortar fire subsided, followed by a fanatical assault a short time later by a company of German paratroopers from the 3rd Fallschirmjäger Division, some of whom came to within fifteen feet of some of the five light machine guns positioned on the crest of the hill.

Sergeant Robert B. White was a squad leader with Company A, 508th. “I had the end hole, the squad was back to my left. You couldn’t see too well through the woods of that hill. One of the Germans had gotten by me. I just caught him out of the corner of my eye. When I turned around he was still going up the hill, so I just opened up on him.”16

In the thick of the fighting, the Germans ceased fire and an impeccably dressed German officer stepped forward and told Lieutenant Foley that their situation was hopeless, and that Foley should surrender his men and assemble them on the highway below the hill. Foley’s reply was “If you want me, come and get me!”17 Foley’s men opened up, and the fighting continued for over an hour before the Germans were thrown back.

Lieutenant Bill Call, leading the attached platoon from Company G, 508th, was confident they could hold the hill. “Unless they came in the back door like we did, there was no way if we had ammunition that they could take that hill.”18

Two platoons of Company B, 508th, had captured Wyler the night before and were now manning a roadblock in the town, which lay just inside the German border, well to the east of the 508th main line of resistance. They were about to be hit by the main force of Kampfgruppe Becker. Captain Woodrow Millsaps, the commander of Company B, 508th, had his men search the town for snipers at daybreak. “The search began to pay off, for we were flushing the Krauts out of concealment and either capturing or killing them.

“At approximately 08:00 hours, a German truck approached one of our roadblocks from the southwest. I by chance was standing by one of the antitank weapons [from Battery B, 80th AA Battalion] that was assigned to my Company for the defense of Wyler, and gave the order to fire when the truck stopped before running into the roadblock. The first round went through the canvas cover and exploded in a field several feet away. No one needed the command, ‘unload truck,’ for they piled out headfirst and ran back down the road; two or three escaped out of ten or twelve. By now the truck was on fire and everything was quiet again. The only thing to do now was to continue the search for snipers and to wait for the enemy’s next move. We didn’t have long to wait, for shortly after we knocked out the truck, the enemy was observed moving toward our position along the shoulder of the road where the truck was burning. We held our fire until the Krauts opened fire, after which we returned the fire and the war was on in earnest. The enemy stopped about two hundred yards from our position. Fifteen or twenty minutes later, the Krauts were observed moving in position about five hundred yards to the south. We did not understand this move at first, but we realized this was a machine gun company they were moving into position, when they opened up on us with so many machine guns we were unable to count them.

“Now appeared a company firing from the first position along the road. I was in radio communication with an artillery officer somewhere in the rear of the battalion defense position. Lieutenant [Roy K.] Skipton stated he could see a lot of movement in the first position and he believed the enemy was planning an attack from there.

“I was very much excited now, and could not remember the proper sequence in calling for and directing artillery. But I told the artillery officer to look on his map and he would see a small green spot on the map about two hundred yards from Wyler and to his right. He told me he found the spot I referred to and would fire a round of smoke. We all held our breath, or at least I did, while this round was on its way. When the round landed, it was right on target, and I told the artillery officer to fire for effect, but to move his fire right and left of the round a hundred yards or so.

“He understood what I was trying to say, and said, ‘OK’ Next, I heard him say, ‘Artillery on its way,’ and could hear its deathly sound as it passed overhead and landed on target. I asked him to fire again, but was informed that he had only a few more rounds left and would hold fire until I really needed it. This quieted the enemy temporarily, but soon afterward [self-propelled guns] were observed moving in position in the vicinity of the German machine gun company and they started shelling our position from there. The two antitank guns that were attached to my position were unable to move in position to fire on the [self-propelled guns], due to machine gun fire.”19

Northwest of Wyler, Kampfgruppe von Fürstenberg hit the two platoons of Company I, 508th, that were holding a roadblock in Beek with a heavy artillery and mortar barrage, followed by a massive infantry attack supported by armor in the early afternoon. Fewer than ninety Red Devils fought an uneven battle against five hundred or so Germans, along with their half-tracks. Due to casualties among all of the officers and NCOs, the two Company I platoons were now commanded by Corporal Robert Chisolm, who exhibited brave and resourceful leadership in the defense of the town. Culminating the German attack was a fifteen-minute saturation barrage of artillery and mortar fire, followed by a massive assault. Corporal Chisolm realized that the position was about to be overrun and organized an orderly retreat to the forested high ground on the Berg-en-Dal hill. Chisolm acted as the rear guard to give his men the chance to momentarily break contact with the Germans and move up the hill.

South of Wyler, near the small village of Voxhil, Private Norbert Studelska’s Company D, 508th, platoon was dug in along the road coming west out of the forest. “I was a member of [Sergeant] Bob Lenell’s 60mm mortar squad. My foxhole was a model of comfort and protection. Because we had abundant time to make front line life as civilized as possible, I took great pride in making my house the best on the block. It was chest deep, long enough to lie flat when I slept, and narrow at the top. I recall angling it into the roots of the hedge. To keep things neat and clean, as my good mother taught me, I completely lined it with the canopy of a main chute. I had a built-in shelf for my personal gear and a picture of my childhood sweetheart, Elaine Olson, whom I married after the war.

“Early on September 20th, the platoon suffered its first KIA casualties when a Kraut 88mm zeroed in on our bazooka team. [Private] Bennie Upton and [Private] Charles Tuttle received a direct hit to their foxhole.”20

That morning, several batteries of 88mm, 37mm, and 20mm antiaircraft guns from the 4th Flak Division of Kampfgruppe Greschick began a massive barrage against the thinly spread 505th troopers dug in east of Groesbeek. The barrage was followed by an assault that drove the outposts back, pushing a half mile almost to the outskirts of Groesbeek before being stopped.

In Nijmegen, Company E, 505th, platoon leader Lieutenant James J. Coyle wanted to try to knock out the 88mm dual-purpose gun that had fired through the row houses that his platoon had occupied the afternoon before. “I took five men through the backyards of the buildings on our left and worked our way to the end of the block where I hoped to be able to spot the antitank gun which had fired [the previous afternoon]. When we got into the attic of the corner building, I could see the gun with its crew in the street at the corner [across from the traffic circle]. We opened fire with M1s from the attic window. The crew could not spot our firing position. When one of their men was hit, they abandoned the gun and withdrew to a nearby trench where there were other enemy troops. We were firing down on them and hit some. The rest retreated into the park.”21

During the lull in the firing, Corporal Thomas Burke and Private First Class Boling decided to check the house next door for food. Boling had run out of rations and was very hungry. “As we started from the house we were in we both heard a bullet snap over our heads and as we ducked for protection near the wall of the house, I saw the body of Sergeant Popilsky. I checked him and he appeared to have been shot in the head as he had come over the garden wall, apparently to join us. I checked his pulse and found that he was dead.”22

Meanwhile, Coyle was maintaining his watch on the 88mm gun below at the traffic circle. “While waiting to see if they would re-man the gun, I sent Private [John L.] Gill back to the company CP to tell the CO where I was and what we were doing. When he didn’t return as I had instructed, I sent another man. This man returned immediately and told me that Gill was lying wounded in the backyard next door. Gill told me that as he started back he had been shot from the backdoor of the adjacent house. We pulled him to cover. We threw grenades in the windows of the house, but the Germans kept firing out of the door. Corporal Burke tried to rush the door, but was hit with machine pistol fire and killed immediately.”23

He fell backward into Private First Class Boling’s arms. “As I tried to drag his body out, a grenade was thrown at me and I felt a numbing pain in my left leg near the knee. I fired a burst of BAR fire upon the stairs where the Germans had run. Some men attempted to throw grenades into the second floor windows at the Germans, but they were also throwing concussion grenades as well as potato masher grenades with a fragmentation sleeve on them.”24

While Coyle and his men fired into the house, he saw his medic signal him from over the wall at the next house. “He had heard us firing and had come by himself from the platoon CP to see if anyone was wounded. He shouted to me that Sergeant Popilsky was lying dead on the other side of the wall. Popilsky had apparently heard our fire from the attack [on the antitank gun crew], and had left the platoon on his own and had been killed as he started over the wall by the Germans in the house, who later wounded Gill.

“A grenade flew out of a window in the house and badly wounded Corporal Crouse. I realized that we had to get out of the yard as we had no cover. And despite all our fire, the Germans were in a position in the house where we couldn’t hit them, but they could hit us. I pulled the men out of the yard and blew the back of the house with a bazooka round. I then took the men back to our original position down the block. We had knocked out the antitank gun. The Germans abandoned it and did no more firing. But, we lost three men killed and one wounded.”25

Coming up the highway from Gennep to Nijmegen, Kampfgruppe Hermann’s reinforced battalion rolled over a roadblock manned by Company B, 505th troopers at Plasmolen. One of the troopers at that roadblock was a new replacement, Private Albert Mallis. “We began to receive heavy fire from the 88s and Nebelwerfers (the ‘Screaming Meemies’), and we had a direct hit on our emplacement. [Corporal] Edward Haag [Jr.] and the other guys were killed. I was the only guy that got out.”26

Against fierce resistance from one platoon each of Companies B and C of the 505th, the Germans forced them out of the town of Riethorst. The surviving troopers retreated to the Kiekberg hill overlooking the road to Mook, where they continued to hold out against German attacks and were able to put harassing fire on the road to Mook.

The Germans then pushed on to Mook, which was defended by the other two platoons of Company B, 505th. In a vicious house–to-house, room-to-room fight, the massive German force pushed one platoon out of the town, while the other moved to basements and continued to fight, even though overrun.

The 82nd Airborne Division was straining to the breaking point by very heavy German attacks along the perimeter to the east and south of Nijmegen and by the vicious house-to-house battle to capture the bridges over the Waal River. At around 1:30 p.m. Gavin was at the power plant located just east of where the Maas-Waal Canal flows into the Waal River, awaiting the arrival of Tucker’s 504th veterans, who would be making the assault crossing of the river. He received a call from his chief of staff, Colonel Robert H. Wienecke, informing him that Mook and Beek had been overrun and that the situation was critical. Gavin returned to his CP to make some difficult choices about how he was going to use his scant reserves to stem the German tide. He had no way of knowing it at the time, but this would be the most pivotal day in the division’s history.

Staff Sergeant Robert Gillette was in the 505th S-3 section in charge of communications at the 505th command post. “Varying reports of the status of the small crossroads village of Mook kept coming in to the regimental CP. I was dispatched to go down there and get a first hand report on the situation. The situation at Mook was rightfully confusing, because both sides owned the village, yet no one owned it exclusively. Anyone from either side moving through that crossroads would be fired upon by someone. By the time I returned to the S-3 CP, I was pretty well exhausted from the half run-half trot trip. After I reported in, I sat down on a bench to rest. Shortly, a woman dressed in khaki, including riding breeches, came over and sat next to me. I didn’t know who she was, but assumed her to be a war correspondent of some sort. But unlike the few correspondents I had seen, she didn’t ask the canned questions of how many Germans killed, how many Americans wounded, etc.

“She asked if I had breakfast that day, how anyone got any rest with the shelling going on. Nothing at all about statistics of the battles; all questions about personal welfare. I remember being favorably impressed.

“I learned her name was Martha Gellhorn. I didn’t know then who Martha Gellhorn was. It was possibly years later that I learned she was the wife of Ernest Hemingway.”27

Colonel Ekman took steps to stem the German penetration that threatened to reach Bridge Number 7 over the Mass-Waal Canal, which was critical to the supply route. Ekman made a call to division headquarters to request a platoon of tanks of the Coldstream Guards, who were in division reserve, then ordered Captain John J. Dolan to attack Mook with two Company A platoons.

Ekman immediately drove to the area northwest of Mook where the Company B platoon led by Lieutenant Emil H. Schimpf had been pushed out of town. The survivors of Schimpf’s and Lieutenant William J. “Buck” Reardon’s Company B platoons were reorganizing for a counterattack from the northwest to retake the town against an overwhelming number of German paratroopers and Flemish SS.

One of the troopers in Schimpf’s platoon was a young replacement, Private Northam H. Stolp, an assistant bazooka gunner. This was Stolp’s first taste of combat. “It was a fierce battle and the area changed hands back and forth all day and into the night for several days. The enemy wanted Mook in the worst way because it was the lynchpin of the perimeter and the anchor for the whole east and south of Nijmegen.”28

As Stolp was waiting for orders, B Company troopers Private Thomas Stoneking and Private William L. Mount took cover with Stolp behind a huge log that had fallen into the road. Stolp was surprised to see them. “Stoneking looked up at me and laughed as I said, ‘I heard you were killed yesterday,’ hardly masking my astonishment.

“He laughed and said, ‘Nope, they didn’t get me yet!’ About that moment we got sent up the street. We had been ordered by Colonel Ekman to ‘get on up the street.’

“My partner [Martin Decker] and I, along with a shattered piece of our platoon, probably not over twenty men, were pushed up the main street of Mook at this time. We had not yet had any appreciable reinforcement and were spread out on a generally east/west line across the width of the town from the river on the west to the open fields on the east. The town was probably only two or three blocks wide in general. The ‘lines’ were only advanced one building at a time, and lost the same way, only to be regained by troopers shooting their way in and through them. The buildings on our side of the street were mainly two-story houses and combinations with little shops in the front of the lower floor areas. They were crawling with enemy troops. Generally, one could not see from whom or where the fire was coming.

“The boys on the other side of the road, which ran parallel to the river, were fighting their way through a huge ‘monastery’ or some such religious building, which was probably two blocks long. Its grounds were enclosed by a high brick wall on all sides except the river bank side.

“The side which paralleled the street offered good cover for the men coming up that side, but left them entirely exposed to the fire coming from the houses on our side. They had a few large elm type trees like we did, similarly placed along the street. They offered cover from directly ahead, but nothing from our side.

“I recall six men working their way along that side of the street. One was coming along, from tree to tree, when he ran out of trees as he neared the point where the brick wall turned a right angle and went down one side of a sort of alley, which ran to the river. There was no cover left from there on. No one could cross the alley due to the intense machine gun fire coming up it from the river bank area.

“The noise was intense and the confusion was total! I recall, in spite of the intensity of the situation and the immediacy of having to deal with someone who was firing down on us from a window directly over our heads, that the boy coming up the other side, about twenty yards back, was without a weapon! He would crawl a few yards then stop, and rise up on one knee and survey the road ahead. He seemed to be dressed in ‘ODs’ [olive drabs] and looked for all the world like an Air Force member in his Class ‘A’ uniform!

“As I was trying to figure how to tell him not to cross the alley, I saw him jolted, once, twice and yet a third time as if someone was kicking him in the chest. He fell forward, squirmed and tried to crawl ahead toward the hidden enemy positions in the houses and hedges ahead. He died there, facing an enemy, without a weapon, doing his level best to force the Germans out of his world!

“He was untrained in infantry fighting… I knew nothing of what he was except that someone had told him to fight up the street! I have since identified him as the Air Force member who was found to have ‘stowed away’ on the gliders in the earlier lifts and made his way to our area. Another heroic American who wanted to be part of our fight for freedom!

“Along with this kid and a bit behind him was a long tall Texan type. He was a glider pilot/warrant officer. He had a Thompson submachine gun and a lot of guts! He moved past the fallen airman and got behind the last tree before the alley. He and I exchanged some idiotic ‘pleasantries’ and returned to trying to become part of the concrete!”29

From his prone position on the street, Private Stolp noticed something moving behind a pile of dirt that was about two and a half feet high and fifteen feet long just across the open alley in front of him on the opposite side of the street. “In those days the Germans had begun to run out of war materials. They had taken to making backpacks out of raw leather with the fur still on it. One frequently found brown and white, mottled, cowhide packs thrown here and there.

“At that moment, I saw one of those cow colored backpacks going along sticking up just above the top of the dirt pile in the driveway. It was bouncing up and down as if a man was crouched over and sneaking toward the back of the property toward the river. I knew what it meant at once and since I was unable to get a line on it, I called it to the attention of the long tall Texan glider pilot across the street. He was in perfect alignment with the ‘bandit,’ with just sparse orchard trees between himself and the enemy. I asked him if he could see the window of the house straight ahead on the side facing him. He assured me he could. So I told him to sight on the first six inches of the dirt pile just below that window and tear it up from end to end.

“He complied beautifully. My mind said, ‘Gotcha! You bastard!’ the pack vanished. The height of the pile had been reduced measurably. The warrant officer glider pilot was smiling broadly across at me as he turned his Tommy gun clip pack end-for-end and reinserted it in his weapon.

“Score one for our side. Texas done good!

“About this moment, our medic, Jess Weaver, came up the middle of the street from behind us someplace, and moved to the body of a fallen trooper in the middle of the street. The man had been shot and fallen just about the same time the ‘airman’ kid on the other side had been hit. Jess came on ‘all fours’ creeping up the street. He kept checking ahead as he came. He would move a few feet, stop and look up as if expecting to be hit. The look on his face was pure terror. Those of you who have experienced this sort of thing know what I mean. He had the red and white ‘medic’ cross on his helmet and by God’s grace the enemy let him come on.

“His luck held and he got to the alley level without any of the unseen bullets and shrapnel catching him up. He checked the guy in the street. He was obviously dead. Then Jess went back and over to the other side of the street to check several wounded there. Checked the airman (who was already dead and beyond help), and then went somewhere tending to the wounded along that side of the street. There were several. He should get the Congressional Medal [of Honor]. All this happened in a very few minutes. Time was stopped and it was all in almost ‘slow motion’. It takes a long time to record each scene, but it was a long day!”30

As Stolp laid pinned down, “Sergeant Floyd Baldry, Private Thomas Stoneking, and Private William Mount had come up from behind us, pounding up and past on a dead run. They went ahead of us into a small, sheet metal covered sort of auto garage. It was set back about twenty to thirty feet as an ‘alcove’ off the street. There was the usual ‘apron’ driveway, much like any gas station would have. The far side was limited by a very high brick wall running at right angles to the sidewalk and the street. It was covered with heavy ivy vines. You could hardly see the bricks. It seemed [like] a good cover.

“They had a .30-caliber machine gun with a tripod/ground mount. Private Stoneking was the gunner, Private Mount the ammunition bearer and assistant gunner, and Sergeant Baldry the commander. They threw the gun down into place, took their best targets of opportunity. They seemed in a quite safe place, having made it through the stream of machine gun fire coming down the alley across the street and every place else!”31

Private Stolp remained pinned down behind a large elm tree near the curb of the street by machine gun fire coming from the alley across the street and from a position farther up the street. “It was almost at ground level, affording us only about eighteen inches of safe space over our prostrate bodies. The bits of tree were getting in our eyes and rendering seeing difficult. It was like being under a buzz saw in a sawmill!

“We did not dare to rise up and could hardly lift our heads to look ahead without being hit. During short breaks in the curtain of fire, we heard the shots of the guy in the house window above us. There was a continual ‘whap-whap’ right overhead.”32

Stolp decided to try to throw a grenade through the second story window above him to knock out the unseen enemy. During a momentary lull in the firing of the German machine guns, Stolp quickly jumped to his feet and threw the grenade. “I remember feeling pretty good as I saw that the trajectory and alignment [of the grenade] was just right going in [the window]. At that very instant, Sergeant Baldry came staggering back toward us, he was standing straight up. His tongue was purple and sticking out about two feet it seemed. Blood was squirting out from under the collar of his jacket, which he was desperately trying to button up over the obviously gone neck! His eyes rolled back with only the whites showing and his head seemed to be falling off backwards. He lurched toward me. I screamed at him, ‘Get down Baldry!’ He was about to step into the line of bullets coming up the alley across the street.

“I was expecting a blast and anticipating a lot of junk coming out [of the window from my grenade’s explosion] when, to my horror here came my grenade! Several seconds had already elapsed. It was timed to go off in three seconds, I believe. It was on its way back to me! I hollered ‘Grenade!’ to all and sundry around, and stared right at the damn thing, all the while expecting it to go off and take my life! My grenade had now landed near the house foundation.

“Sergeant Baldry fell at that moment, full length between the grenade and me. It went off.

“I don’t remember much at that point, except I said to myself, ‘If he wasn’t dead already, that would surely have killed him.’ I felt an intense relief it wasn’t me. Then a great guilt assailed me. Another notch was cut into my already tattered nervous system.

“I didn’t have time to think about it all. They were still shooting at us from the windows above. Why they couldn’t seem to hit us, I cannot imagine. Just luck, I guess. We were surely a still and fixed target, not less than twenty feet away.

“I told my gunner to toss a grenade into the window. He stood up, rummaged around in his pockets like a man bemused and searching, peering slowly and rather ‘lost like’. He found a grenade and still standing amongst the buzz saw which was tearing up our tree, pulled the pin [and] the handle popped off. He held it out, looked at it as if expecting a message or something from it, and stepped back and lobbed it into the window.

“He watched it go. He had thrown it well and very hard. So, it must have cleared the shooters up there and hit the back wall of the small room. It had been held so long that it went off immediately. We got no more attention from that window! He dropped down again and resumed trying to become a part of the concrete beside me.

“Somewhere in this last sixty seconds or so, and right after Baldry died beside me, Mount came back staggering from the ill-fated machine gun position. He seemed to be ‘out of it’ entirely. His face was a lead mask of horror, his gait was almost a ‘dream sequence.’ He walked past us, going to the rear. He was right on the sidewalk and walked right through the stream of fire that was barely passing over our prone bodies behind our tree. He did not seem to be hit, just shocked out of his mind.

“About this time, a British tank came up our side of the street. It was blasting away with its .50-caliber and its cannon, and coming on quite fast. We were damned glad to hear and see it coming (for a couple of moments) as it would give us cover against the machine gun in the alley.

“We began to suffer from the counterfire directed from ahead of the tank. We were forced to squeeze, still behind our tree, by the fire coming down the sidewalk. This pushed me to have to crawl across the back of my partner. He seemed rooted to his spot. So, I crawled across and lay tucked up as far from the roadside as I could be, since he would not move a fraction of an inch!

“I was, in effect, lying rather out in the street. The tank seemed to feel its best path lay in skinning the bark off the street side of our tree. It came on steadily and [was] closing on our position. It would fire its cannon every few yards, apparently as fast as the gunner could reload. The .50 kept up an almost constant fire. It became more deafening with each second.

“Soon it was almost upon me where I lay at the street side. Each time it fired the dirt and debris would lift totally, cleanly, off the street, and I with it. It made a clear space one could see through, moving the smoke and dust and all the debris that was in the air up and away for a second. Then it would slam all lifted objects back to earth with a tremendous force that knocked the wind out of me and dazed my eyeballs. The .50 kept hammering away. My ears were terribly painful and I could only hear the guns.

“As the tank proceeded, it rolled so close to me that the extreme outer margin of its left track rolled onto the edge of the sleeve of my jacket. I felt nothing. My arm was spared somehow.

“The slamming effect of the cannon continued. The tank chose this spot to grind to a halt! My sleeve was still under the tread. I was about knocked out.

“It was at this point where the tank stopped with its tread pinning my sleeve to the pavement, that I received the jolt of my life. A Panzerfaust impacted the right [other] side of the tank. It blew up the tank and everything went with it.”33 Private Stolp was knocked into the building he was lying beside by the impact of the explosion.

After the call from his headquarters informing him that Mook and Beek had been overrun, Gavin was faced with a dilemma. He had his driver take him back to the division command post, where to his surprise he found General Ridgway, who had arrived by the land route through the British corridor. Gavin told Ridgway that he had a critical situation on his hands at the moment and excused himself, whereupon he left for Mook, which seemed to be the most perilous situation.

In Wyler, Captain Woodrow Millsaps and his two platoons of Company B, 508th, were facing annihilation, with their ammunition running critically low, as enemy forces continued to move toward his position in the town. “I noticed a company of enemy moving in attack formation toward my position from the east. The two jeep loads of ammunition that had followed me to Wyler the night before was now gone, and we had reported an ammunition shortage several hours before. I radioed battalion for ammo. Lieutenant [Peter L.] Kelley, Battalion, S-4, told me he had tried to deliver ammo by jeep, but enemy fire had turned the jeep back. He organized a carrying party and had sent them forward some hours ago, and they should be there with ammunition any minute.

“I reported by radio the enemy’s activities and deployment as I could see it from my position and wanted to know if the order to hold Wyler at all cost was still in effect, and he informed me that we had to hold Wyler. We were being shelled by [self-propelled guns], and long range artillery was now zeroing in on our position. Somehow, or for some reason, the company moving from the east was stopped approximately three hundred yards from my position.

“Defending Wyler was now out of the question; it was a fight for survival. Ammunition was very low and men were dividing it among themselves. I was pleading with the Battalion CO [Lieutenant Colonel Shields Warren] to give me orders to move back to Lieutenant [Edward] Gleim’s original position. I remember telling him if he wanted to save any part of the company, he had better pull us back, and if he gave the order now, I was afraid it was too late.

“Thirty minutes or so later, Major [Benjamin F.] Delamater, Battalion executive officer, who had gone back to the battalion after I had taken Wyler on the 19th, came in on the radio and wanted to speak to me. He told me battalion had received orders from division for me to pull [back] to Lieutenant Gleim’s original position and report to him when this was accomplished. This was about 3:00 or 4:00 p.m. The wounded were moved out first, and it appeared all my men were wounded. Some of the wounded were killed on the way back, for when we got up to move, the enemy’s fire was so intense that we had to drop to the ground to keep from being hit. It took several hours to move the men back, but finally we were back on the outskirts of Wyler.”34
  


CHAPTER 7

“I HAVE NEVER SEEN
A MORE GALLANT ACTION”1
 

From the ninth floor of the power plant, the commander of the 3rd Battalion, 504th, twenty-seven year old Major Julian Cook, looked through binoculars at the terrain and German positions that awaited his men across the 400-yard-wide Waal River and thought to himself, “Somebody has come up with a real nightmare.”2

The 3rd Battalion operations officer, Captain Henry Keep, arrived a few moments later. “Everyone gasped when they saw the width of the river and the lack of protection. Once across the river the situation appeared little better. What greeted our eyes was a broad flat plain void of all cover or concealment. The first terrain feature which would offer us assistance was a built up highway approximately eight hundred yards from the shore. Against the bank of which, we would have our first opportunity to get some protection and be able to reorganize. I knew it would be every man for himself until the embankment was reached. We could see all along the Kraut side of the river strong defensive positions, a formidable line both in length as well as depth—pillboxes, machine gun emplacements and what was really wicked looking, one or two Dutch forts between the place where we were landing and the two bridges.

“A 20mm was firing at us as we took all this in from the tower. While here the plan of attack was formed. We were to cross the Waal and land at a point two miles down the river (west) from the [highway] bridge, fight our way across the broad expanse of field on the other side, and make for the road embankment where we would momentarily reorganize before pushing on. After regrouping there, we would turn to the right (or east) and attack parallel to the river, overcoming all resistance and mopping up strong points in the two-mile area we had to take before reaching the bridge, which obviously we would capture by coming at it from the rear. While all of this was going on, another part of the division would wrest from the Kraut what remained in enemy hands of Nijmegen on the friendly side of the river. We were to shoot a flare as soon as both bridges were taken and the British armor would cross.”3

Along with the other 3rd Battalion officers in the power plant, Captain T. Moffatt Burriss, commanding officer of Company I, 504th, looked across the river through his binoculars. “We could see enemy machine gun positions along the dike and also on the flat terrain. We observed mortar and artillery units behind the dike and 20mm guns on the railroad bridge.”4

Arriving near the power plant, Lieutenant John Holabird, a platoon leader with Company C, 307th Engineer Battalion, was summoned by his commanding officer, Captain Wesley D. “Spike” Harris. Holabird accompanied him to the ninth floor to take a look at the river and where they were going to cross. “When we were briefed for the assault crossing, we took it as a joke. We couldn’t believe anyone could be serious about it. I saw that huge railroad bridge looking right down on us. Suddenly, it came across that this was not a joke; that we were going to paddle those flimsy boats across, and at that moment, I would have liked to have been any place in the world, except there. I still hoped or believed the mission would be called off before we left; that we would wait around there until dark and then be sent back.”5

Because there weren’t going to be enough boats to carry the entire battalion, the plan called for Company H, Company I, and part of the 3rd Battalion headquarters to cross in the first wave along with three engineers per boat from Company C, 307th Airborne Engineer Battalion. The engineers would ferry the boats back to the south shore and pick up succeeding waves.

Captain Carl Kappel, the commander of Company H, 504th, kept reminding himself that there would be plenty of supporting fire to cover the crossing. “Tanks of the 2nd Irish Guards would support the crossings by fire from positions on the dike. The 2nd Battalion, 504 Parachute Infantry, would support the crossings by fire from positions along the dike. The 376 Parachute Field Artillery was in direct support, to be supplemented with all available British artillery [which was] arriving constantly. All artillery was to fire a ten minute concentration on the target area. Dive bombers and rocket firing Typhoons were to bomb and strafe from 14:45 to 14:55. The area [was] to be smoked at 14:55 by artillery and mortars. (75mm howitzer and 81mm mortar, not as satisfactory as desired.) Tanks were to fill in blanks of the smoke to the limit of their capacity. H-Hour was set at 15:00 hours.”6

As the 504th was preparing for the river crossing, preparations were being made for an assault to take the south end of the highway bridge. However, Captain Robert Rosen, the CO of Company F, 505th, who had no combat experience prior to Holland, decided to assault Hunner Park without first informing or receiving permission from Lieutenant Colonel Vandervoort, the battalion commander. Company F would make the attack without coordination with, nor help from, Company E and the British tanks of the 2nd Battalion, Grenadier Guards.

As Company F worked its way up the street through and around houses toward Hunner Park, fire from 20mm guns whipped down the street, ricocheting off of the wrought iron fences and hitting the brick fronts of the houses. Lieutenant William “Rusty” Hays, an assistant platoon leader with Company F, and a couple of other officers led the way. “Soon we had the whole company in the front and backyards of the houses just across the street from the park, the company objective.

“About that time, the company commander comes up, swings his Tommy gun around his head and shouts, ‘Follow me!’ and runs across the side street into the park. About twenty men, those that were nearby and who heard him, followed him.

“As I started to follow him, I looked to my left and saw two Germans, carrying a machine gun, come out of the door from the stone wall about two hundred yards to my left. They put it down on the street and began to get in position to fire it. I stopped in the middle of the street and fired at them with my Tommy gun. Since a Tommy gun fires pistol ammunition, the Germans were a little too far away for accuracy, but they heard the slugs hitting around them and ducked back inside the stone door, leaving the machine gun sitting in the street.

“Since the machine gun was still a threat, I stopped in the middle of the street and looked around for a bazooka man who was nearby. I told him to fire into the door where the Germans had come from. When the bazooka round exploded in the door, I knew we had seen the last of those two Germans, even if we hadn’t hit them. They wouldn’t dare come out again.”7

As this was taking place, Sergeant Spencer Wurst ran by with his squad following him. “We got to the street and started into the park under direct small arms, grenade, and machine gun fire at ranges of fifteen to seventy-five yards. We formed a crude line on the run and assaulted across the street. The enemy was well dug in, fighting from foxholes and trenches located between the sidewalk on back to a hundred yards into the park.

“Just as we got into the skirmish line, a crucial thing happened. A very big, scared German soldier—I only saw him flash in my mind—leaped up from a foxhole just inside the park. He lifted his hands up over his head as he ran across the sidewalk toward us. There was absolutely no doubt about his intentions. He had his hands up high over his head, very evidently wanting to surrender. But as he leaped up, many men fired on him. In combat you must react instinctively and quickly. This is what we did, and the man was practically a sieve before he hit the ground.”8

This happened in plain sight of the SS Grenadiers defending Hunner Park. These fanatical and elite Nazis now fought even more ferociously, believing the paratroopers were not going to take prisoners.

Wurst and some of the troopers made it into the edge of the park. “I don’t know how many men from either platoon made it across the street on the first assault, but we took many casualties. I got across and into the park. Just before I took cover, I saw Captain Rosen run back down the middle of the street. He passed me going full speed to the rear, holding both his hands over his mouth. He had evidently been shot through the face.”9

With that, the attack fell apart, before Lieutenant Hays could follow them into the park. “The men who had gone into the park came running back, many of them wounded. The company commander was hit in the face and died just as he got back to my side of the street. A couple of more wounded came back and then the man who asked me to get him out of the stockade so he could make the jump with us, ran up to me and pointed to a wound in his chest and said, ‘Quick, put a tourniquet on it.’ Just as I grabbed him, he died.

“As we looked into the park, we could see one of our men on the ground, with a medic bandaging him. Finally, the medic came trotting back and said the man was still alive but would soon die from loss of blood if we didn’t get him soon. Another officer and I dropped weapons and ran over to get him. I’m sure the Germans saw us, but didn’t fire because we were there to pick up our wounded. The other officer grabbed his shoulders and I grabbed his feet. As I did, he opened his eyes. We carried him out of the park. I presumed he lived; I never heard from him again.”10

The executive officer, Lieutenant Joseph “Little Joe” Holcomb, a veteran platoon leader who was highly respected among the men, assumed command of Company F. The troopers cleaned and reloaded their weapons, brought up more ammunition, and prepared for the next attack they knew would come very soon.

As the 3rd Battalion, 504th, waited to cross the Waal River, Lieutenant Colonel Vandervoort got the orders for which he and his battalion had been waiting. “Finally, it was decided to ‘go for the bridge.’ General Adair ordered a coordinated paratrooper/tank attack to put his armor over the Waal. Our company commanders and key officers gathered at the Battalion Observation Post. Toward the north, from windows twenty feet above street level, we looked down into Hunner Park crowded with enemy emplacements. The park was the place the great bridge would be won or lost. We held the high ground, the good ground, from which to launch our attack. The smooth sloping area was, as I remember, a little less than one quarter of a mile deep and a little more than that wide. A ‘bare-assed’ prospect, somebody observed. There was no concealment and firepower would be the only cover when we moved. E Company on the right and F Company on the left would assault the park. They would hit the park simultaneously with Goulburn’s tanks, all moving together and try to finish it fast.”11

Lieutenant Holcomb returned to Company F and briefed the officers and men who were still on their feet after the previous attack. Sergeant Wurst waited for the signal to begin the attack. “As we got ready to go for the second attempt, Lieutenant Holcomb calmly walked out on the street and gave the order to assault.”12

At about 2:30 p.m. with covering fire from the second story windows of houses fronting the park and the traffic circle, Lieutenant Colonel Vandervoort’s paratroopers moved out of the houses and advanced toward Hunner Park and the traffic circle. Like just about everyone else in Company F, Corporal W. A. Jones, Wurst’s assistant squad leader, did not want a repeat of the earlier attack that had failed. “Everybody went in with the idea that we were not going to pull back. If they take us back, they were going to have to carry us back.”13

The survivors of Company F poured out of houses across from Hunner Park. As he came out into the street, Wurst watched the company deploy “into a rough skirmish line, formed on the run. I glanced to my right and left, and what a sight I saw! A nearly perfect, coordinated attack by two infantry companies on line. Our companies were probably about one hundred ten to one hundred fifteen strong at the time, so going in we totaled two hundred twenty to two hundred thirty men. Our alignment was very good, well formed to my right and left, with everyone going in on the double to get into cover in the park. It was a very grand sight to behold.”14

The Germans held their fire until everyone was exposed in the street, then the whole area exploded with the fire from almost six hundred trained infantrymen firing every automatic weapon and rifle they had. The paratroopers responded, firing from the hip as they ran forward toward the Germans. The park and traffic circle were crisscrossed with tracers, some waist high, others a foot or so off of the ground, still others at chest and head high from plunging fire on both flanks. The firing was at almost point blank range of twenty-five to one hundred fifty yards. Corporal Jones had never experienced anything like the fire they received as they entered the park. “It was tremendously heavy… machine guns, 20mm’s, 88’s, everything. The wall along the left, they had taken out bricks and put machine guns in the portholes.”15

German snipers targeted anyone displaying signs of leadership. Lieutenant Hays ran forward into the park firing his Thompson submachine gun as he went. “Everywhere I looked men were falling…. I saw the new company commander [Lieutenant Holcomb] fall, a bullet had gone into the front of his helmet and had come out the back. ‘He has to be dead,’ I thought.”16

Just minutes later, Lieutenant Bill Savell, commanding Company F’s 2nd Platoon, was shot through both arms. The 3rd Platoon leader, Lieutenant Jack Carroll, had been wounded seriously by artillery fire that morning. Company F was running out of officers.

Vandervoort watched from an observation post in a nearby building as the attack moved forward. “First Lieutenant John Dodd of F Company was killed leading his platoon in the attack. A fine fighter, he was hit in the torso by an exploding 20mm cannon shell. It was a mortal wound that should have killed him instantly, but he was a hard dying young man.

“His platoon aid man, with tears in his eyes, gave his dying young lieutenant an overdose of morphine to ease his pain. His platoon attacked the Kraut gun crew that killed their lieutenant. Furious, they gave no quarter and the gun crew stood its ground.

“The Grenadier Guards tanks,—four abreast—converged from avenues on both flanks. The troopers stormed the German positions shooting as they came. With those Shermans bearing down on them, the Germans aimed most of their fire at the tanks. Otherwise, more of the troopers would have been wiped out. Bullets bounced off Shermans like hailstones. Some were chipped, but none were holed. The Germans, stiffened by elements of the 9th SS Recon Battalion, kept firing full bore until overrun. Moving with the troopers, the tanks rolled over trenches and fired point blank into air raid shelters. It was ‘walking fire’ with tanks—the effect was devastating. The air in Hunner Park turned blue with hand grenade, cannon, rifle, and gun smoke generated by hundreds of combatants.”17

Lieutenant J. J. Smith, commanding Company E, led his men against the traffic circle. “Covered by automatic weapons fire from the 1st Platoon, the attacking echelon moved out with fixed bayonets. A hand-to-hand battle followed in which the 2nd Platoon men had to literally drive the Germans from their holes with grenades and cold steel.”18

As Vandervoort’s battalion assaulted the southern approach to the highway bridge, Captain Keep and the 3rd Battalion, 504th staff left the ninth floor to brief the men. “As we wound our way down the twisting stairs of the tower, no one said a word. All our thoughts were identical. How could this operation succeed? At least three quarters of the battalion would be killed and the rest would drift downstream. It was a humanly impossible undertaking. However, it had to be [done] soon and quickly; the bridge must be taken; the road to Arnhem must be opened up.

“In the meantime, the men had been brought to a defilade position behind the bank we had to cross to get to the river. We proceeded to organize them in boatloads, and then we waited until H-Hour, all huddled together behind that bank. Some men slept. Other talked in little groups. Fortunately, none of them had seen what we’d seen from the tower. However, all of us officers told our boatloads the general picture. ‘Don’t be surprised,’ I told mine, ‘if you meet an awful lot of fire as we start carrying the boat out on this bank. No matter what happens, we have to cross the river, and the boats must go back to pick up the next wave.’”19

When the 504th Protestant chaplain, Captain Delbert Kuehl, heard what was planned, he asked Major Cook for permission to go across with the first wave. “We were on a suicide mission and my men didn’t even have the choice to volunteer. Since they had to go, I chose to go, too.’”20

While the 3rd Battalion waited for the boats to arrive, a platoon from Company D, 504th, led by Lieutenant Edward T. Wisniewski was ordered to clear the area between the dike and the southern side of the river. As Wisniewski and his men were making a sweep of the area, Germans across the river opened fire on the platoon, and Lieutenant Wisniewski was wounded in the head and the others in the platoon were pinned down.

Lieutenant Hanz K. Druener, the assistant platoon leader, tried to get Wisniewski evacuated. “Wisniewski was lying about forty to fifty yards from me. After he was hit, I could hear him moan. We put the Red Cross flag up to get to him, but the Germans wouldn’t let us. We tried to get some medics out there, but every time they moved, the Germans would either hit one of them, or they couldn’t make it out there.”21

Lieutenant Jim Megellas, with Company H, climbed to the top of the dike-and peeked over. He saw Wisniewski lying out in front, severely wounded. “‘Pollock’ as he was nicknamed, was one of my closest friends, and we had gone through jump school and then overseas together.”22

Seeing this steeled Megellas to the coming task—and to expect the worst. “As we were grouping behind the protected dike alongside the river prior to the assault, all of us prepared in our own way to meet our maker. It did not seem militarily or humanly possible to accomplish such a suicide mission. I remember asking my buddy and closest friend, 1st Lieutenant Richard G. LaRiviere, to contact my mother for me if he survived and I did not. His request to me was along similar lines.”23

As Lieutenant Virgil F. Carmichael, the 3rd Battalion S-2, was waiting for the boats to arrive, he noticed Lieutenant Harry F. “Pappy” Busby, with Company I, 504th, nearby “taking out a Camel cigarette, lighting it with a valued Zippo lighter and throwing the pack away and throwing the Zippo away, saying that he would have need of them no more.”24

At 2:45 p.m., the artillery opened up on the German positions on the far side of the river, pounding them for ten minutes. Colonel Tucker climbed the steps to the ninth floor of the power plant to join British General Browning, commanding the British I Airborne Corps; General Brian Horrocks, commanding the British Second Army; and Lieutenant Colonel Giles Vandeleur, commanding the 2nd Armored Battalion, Irish Guards Regiment. Vandeleur had a radio and had laid a phone line from his jeep, parked by the power plant, up to the ninth floor to communicate with his tanks, which were firing direct support for the crossing.

As he waited, Lieutenant Megellas heard fighter bombers approaching from the south. “British Typhoons flew across the river, strafing the entire north bank with bombs, rockets, and automatic fire. The Germans responded with a devastating barrage of antiaircraft fire. Rivers and I watched in awe from our concealed front row seats as the planes attempted to neutralize enemy resistance. More awesome, however, was the amount of fire the enemy threw up. The sky was black from puffs of exploding shells. The ‘ack-ack’ was so thick that you could have walked on it. Paddling across the river was going to be bloodier than anticipated.”25

Captain Keep anxiously glanced down at his watch every few seconds. Then he heard the sound of trucks approaching. “The trucks with twenty-six flat bottomed boats arrived ten minutes before 3:00. There was a mad rush to get them unloaded, and then we all stood around the boats to which we had been assigned.”26

When the canvas tarps on the backs of the trucks were pulled back, Lieutenant Holabird was momentarily stunned. “The boats were flat-bottomed, with low canvas covered sides and bottoms. They looked pretty flimsy to me. But they were heavy; they had to be to carry sixteen men.”27

The engineers quickly unloaded and began assembling the nineteen-foot boats. Wooden staves attached to the plywood bottoms were swiveled up and the canvas sides secured to the staves. Watching this, the men of the 3rd Battalion stood by in disbelief.

Private First Class Walter E. Hughes, with Company I, 504th, had enough knowledge to be really frightened. “My initial shock at seeing those boats being unloaded from the trucks was of complete horror. As a seaman before the war, [I knew that] no one in their right mind would use boats like that for a swift running river. I believed everyone would drown before we reached the other side. Could I get rid of my equipment fast enough if the boat foundered? Could I swim with boots on? I never even thought about the Germans who would be looking down our throats.”28

Chaplain Kuehl asked the engineers how they were to be propelled. “By canoe paddles… like we were voyagers going on a trip. I couldn’t believe our commanders were serious. British engineers used these as floats in building a pontoon bridge; they were not intended for river crossings under fire.”29

Megellas was wondering whether the boats could even make it to the other side. “Here we were, thirteen paratroopers with our individual weapons, crew-served weapons, ammunition, and packs—preparing to squeeze into a nineteen-foot canvas boat propelled by an armful of paddles. By any standard, the boats would be dangerously overloaded. I wondered if we could stay afloat even without enemy resistance.”30

Captain Keep watched the engineers finish getting the boats ready. “The tanks were in position, the dive bombers came and went, the ineffective smoke screen was laid, we waited by our boats. Suddenly, a whistle was blown. It was H-Hour. Each boatload hoisted their boat onto their shoulders and staggered out across the flat top of the bank. Our job had begun.”31

The troopers of Companies H and I, and the 3rd Battalion staff, grabbed their boats loaded with their weapons and gear and began crossing the open flat ground in front of the dike. Captain Kappel, the commander of Company H, and his boat were in the lead coming over the flat ground toward the dike.

“The routes leading to the water from our position couldn’t be seen and they were not reconnoitered, because as we went over the dike we ran into a large, chain-link type of fence with a couple of strands of barbed wire on the top that blocked our way.

“I was mad as hell. I took a Gammon grenade out and threw it against one of the pipe supports and Megellas did the same on the next support. Our combined weight against the fence pushed it down and we were able to go on down toward the river.

“We had lined up intending to go over the dike laterally separated, but ended up being more or less funneled down to the river by the fence and the terrain.”32

Captain Keep and his boat crew struggled to get their boat lifted and then started the arduous task of getting it across the flat ground, over the dike, and into the water. “The weight of the boat seemed imponderable; our feet sank deep into the mud. We must have caught the Krauts by surprise, because the first one hundred yards there wasn’t a round fired from the enemy side of the river.

“Then suddenly, all hell broke loose. We had run halfway across the flat-topped plateau prior to reaching the drop, when Jerry opened up with everything he had—light machine guns, mortars, 20mm guns, artillery, and rifles. As if in a rage at our trying anything so dangerous, he was throwing everything he owned at us.”33

Lieutenant Carmichael grabbed one of the boats in the center of the column. “Fire came from across the river and from gun positions to our right on our side of the river, and from all along the railroad bridge and from the old Fort [Hof] Van Holland. It was about one hundred yards from the top of the dike to the water’s edge and about one-third of the way down was a small escarpment, which was about three and a half feet high.

“As I moved out from behind the fence, there was a continuous hail of bullets, with small geysers of earth popping up everywhere. There would have been no need to have dodged one way or the other. As each boat reached this small escarpment, the men were unable to walk and carry the boats past it. The men in front of each boat would lay the boat down and then jump off the bank and after that, each boat was almost automatically put on the shoulders of the men and they literally ran to the water’s edge with it.”34

As they neared the riverbank, Sergeant Albert Tarbell, with Company H, started to wade into the water holding his share of the boat. “I saw our CO, Captain Kappel, take his harness off with pistol and throw it in the boat. I unconsciously did the same, not knowing why. The CO jumped into the water and it wasn’t until then that I realized one of our men [Private Legacie] had fallen in and was drowning. The captain saved him.”35

Sergeant Tarbell and others reached out and pulled Captain Kappel and Private Legacie into the boat and then began paddling toward the far shore. “The current was very swift and it seemed like no one had ever used a paddle in our boat. Maybe it was just from the confusion of receiving fire from three sides. It looked like it was raining from the way the bullets were hitting the water. I wondered how anyone could survive. I never realized one could count cadence for the fellows to paddle by, and at the same time say your prayers. But, I did.”36

Lieutenant John Holabird and a squad of his engineers were assigned to cross the river and make their way to the bridges with the assault companies and look for and neutralize demolition charges on the bridges. After getting their boat to the water, Holabird got his men into the boat. “I got in and shouted, ‘Everybody paddle like hell!’ I sat back and tried to steer. We all tried to crouch, but I took one look at the sides of the boat and didn’t think crouching was going to do much good. I remember feeling that my helmet at that point seemed like a beanie.”37

Captain Keep’s group with their heavy laden boat reached the drop-off of the escarpment. “We let the boats slide down to the beach and ourselves slid alongside of them. We pulled our boat quickly across the short beach and everyone piled in. By this time the situation was horrible. The automatic and flat-trajectory fire had increased and the artillery was deadly. Men were falling right and left. In everyone’s ear was the constant roar of bursting artillery shells, the dull wham off a 20mm, or the disconcerting ping of rifle bullets.

“After a false start, we got stuck in a mud bar, and several of us had perforce to get out and go through the extremely uncomfortable process of pushing off again. We found ourselves actually floating, but in the wrong direction. The current was taking us away from the bridge. Everyone grabbed a paddle and frantically started to work. Most of the men had never paddled before, and had it not been for the gruesomeness of the situation, the sight might have been rather ludicrous. With all our strength we would lunge forward, only to miss the water completely. Gradually we got our boat moving in the right direction”38

There was pandemonium in Lieutenant Virgil Carmichael’s boat as it was launched. “Bullets were flying everywhere. Our boat started going around in circles. When I was young I had paddled a canoe quite a bit on the Tennessee River, and I knew how it was supposed to be done. So I slipped over to the left rear of the craft, took a paddle from one of the men, and kept the boat steered straight for the other shore.”39

From the ninth floor of the power plant, Colonel Tucker watched the first boats push off the southern shore. “In less time than it takes to tell, all hell broke loose—enfilade Kraut MG fire from under the shore abutment of the railroad bridge, 88 fire, and small arms fire.

“Vandeleur had laid down smoke over some Kraut gun positions and his tanks fired at numerous targets. I would tell him what I wanted and he would relay it to his tanks. His fire was most effective, and although I had been promised considerable artillery support, little if any, ever materialized and the tank fire was our support.”40

The Germans began to find the range with their artillery and mortars. The 20mm antiaircraft guns on the railroad bridge about a thousand yards away fired a continuous stream of high-velocity shells that exploded in airbursts among the men trying to get their boats straightened out and headed for the far shore.

Private Louis P. Holt had tried to get in the boat carrying Lieutenant Megellas and twelve men earlier, but there wasn’t room, so he jumped into another. Sergeant Tarbell was frantically paddling, when we looked over at the boat carrying Private Holt at the very moment it took a direct hit. “To this day, I can still see the look on Private Louis Holt’s face as our eyes met.”41

Casualties began to mount as airbursts from 88mm and 20mm guns rained shrapnel on the helpless men in the boats. Chaplain Kuehl, rowing in one of the crowded boats, heard the sickening thud and explosion of a 20mm shell. “The man next to me had the middle part of his head blown away, so that his skull dropped on what was left of his lower face.”42

Captain Keep heard a low grunt behind him. “I turned around… and found someone taking the place of a man in the rear of me who had just received a 20mm in one shoulder and out the other.

“The water all around the boats was churned up by the hail of bullets, and we were soaked to the skin. Out of the corner of my eye I saw a boat to my right hit in the middle by a 20mm shell and sink. Somewhere to my left, I caught a glimpse of a figure topple overboard, only to be grabbed and pulled back into the boat by some hardy soul. Large numbers of men were being hit in all boats, and the bottoms of these crafts were littered with the wounded and the dead. Here and there on the surface of the water a paddle floated, dropped by some poor casualty before the man taking his place could retrieve it from the lifeless fingers. By now, the broad surface of the Waal was covered with our small canvas craft, all crammed with frantically paddling men. It was a horrible picture, this river crossing. Set to the sound of a deafening roar of omnipresent firing, this scene of defenseless, frail canvas boats jammed to overflowing with humanity, all striving desperately to cross the Waal as quickly as possible, was fiendish and dreadful. We were soaked, gasping for breath, dead tired, and constantly expecting to feel that searing sensation as the bullet tore through you. I wanted to vomit; many did.”43

Everywhere Megellas looked, boats were being hit. “Halfway across the river, a mortar or artillery shell hit the boat carrying one half of my platoon, and the boat sunk at that point.”44

Sergeant Jimmie Shields’ boat, carrying Company H troopers, only had a couple of paddles. “I was paddling with the butt of my Browning Automatic Rifle, while others were using the butts of their rifles. Some without paddles used their hands. Anything to keep the boat on a northward course.”45

The boat in which Private First Class Leonard Trimble, with Company I, 504th, was a passenger took a direct hit about half way across. “I was knocked down in the boat. The current carried it back to the shore and I knew I had to get help or bleed to death. I was hit in the face, shoulder, left leg, and had a compound fracture of the right arm.”46

Private First Class James L. Ward, with Company H, was rowing hard when his boat took a hit. “Our boat’s helmsman, a 307 engineer who was seated in the stern, took a hit. At once, we lost control and the boat headed down river. Being a farm boy from the Louisiana bayou country and seated a few seats away, I assumed the helmsman’s position and managed to restore steerage.”47

Lieutenant Carmichael could hear Major Cook in the boat beside him. “As he struck the water with his paddle, you could hear him say, ‘Hail Mary, full of grace,’ repeating it over and over again as he paddled as hard as he could toward the other shore.”48

Captain Burriss, the commander of Company I, 504th, was at the rear of his boat, sitting next to an engineer. “Suddenly, I noticed his wrist turn red. ‘Captain,’ he said, ‘take the rudder. I’ve been hit.’ Just as I reached for the rudder, he leaned forward and caught a 20mm high explosive shell through his head, a round that was meant for me.

“As the shell exploded, I felt a stinging sensation in my side. I’d caught some of the shrapnel, though I felt no real pain. I grabbed the rudder and tried to steer the boat. At that moment, the upper part of the engineer’s body fell overboard; and when the current hit his head and torso, the drag swung the boat upstream. ‘Straighten out! Straighten out!’ the men in the front of the boat shouted.

“I couldn’t. His feet were caught under the seat, and his body was acting as a second rudder. I was finally able to reach down, disengage his feet, and push him overboard. As I watched his body float downstream, I could see the red blood streaming from what was left of his head. When the engineer in my boat was hit in the head, the explosion had splattered his blood and brains on my right shoulder, neck, and helmet. Also, my jacket was soaked with blood from the shrapnel wound in my side. Apparently, I looked a bloody mess.”49

As their buddies were hit by machine gun and rifle bullets, mortar and artillery shrapnel, and airbursts from 20mm shells, the fear among the paratroopers began to change to tremendous anger. They wanted to exact payback on the Germans who were slaughtering them in their boats.

Private First Class Walter J. Muszynski, a light machine gunner with Company I, sitting in one of the lead boats, put his machine gun on the bow of his boat and started engaging Germans dug in near the riverbank. The Germans opened fire on his boat, wounding two men. But Muszynski kept up his fire on the dug-in German positions.

The boats neared the far shore and began touching down as they were raked with automatic weapons fire. Germans on the railroad bridge poured enfilade fire into the boats from the right flank and rear. Sergeant George Leoleis, with Company I, 504th, fell on the ground for a moment to catch his breath, then jumped to his feet. “We started up the banks of the river and cleaned out the Krauts who had foxholes along the riverbanks. We then charged up the banks in the face of homicidal grazing fire, bayoneting the enemy in their foxholes, knocking out their machine gun nests with hand grenades and some trench knife handiwork.

“After we routed them from their foxholes and bunkers at the river’s edge, the few remaining broke for cover to some nearby houses on a narrow road.”50

As they were chasing the Germans, one of the men with Leoleis was hit. “He was right next to me and as he went down, he cried to me, ‘Help me.’

“I looked at where he was hit (down by his privates); there was no way to stop the bleeding. No way to put a tourniquet on. I opened a first aid kit and a second one from one of the other men with me—Nestles, [Sergeant Albert] Ferguson, and [Sergeant Harold] Gustafson. I tried to stuff the bandages in the open wound. The hole in front was big and the blood was just gushing out.

“He realized that he was hit bad and he begged me, ‘Please do something.’

“All this time, we were under intense fire from those houses and the Germans were sensing blood and trying to finish us in that ditch we had jumped into for some cover. Gus, Fergi, and Nestles were keeping the Krauts busy with return fire, while I was helping the wounded man. Within a minute or so of frantically trying to stop the flow of blood, the wounded man looked at me with eyes pleading and not saying anything else, I knew he was gone. Right there, tears came to my eyes. I held him for a split second when a grenade exploded near us. That woke us up and the [four] of us got down to the business at hand.”51

The boat carrying Lieutenant Ernest Murphy, with Company H, was close to landing when it was hit by a 20mm shell. “About twenty yards from the opposite shore, the boat was hit and sunk by enemy fire. After reaching shore by swimming, I counted my men and one was missing, shortly after his head popped up out of the water close to shore. I told him to get out of the water, that this was no time to be playing around. The Germans were shooting at us from all sides.

“He said, ‘Lieutenant, I can’t swim and I had to crawl on the bottom.’

“We all had to laugh. He was my BAR gunner and he was loaded down with ammunition and other equipment. This made it possible for him to stay on the bottom and crawl to shore.”52

When Sergeant Clark Fuller, with Company H, 504th, landed, he experienced a feeling he had never felt before in combat. “All fear of the past fifteen or twenty minutes that it took for the crossing seemed to leave me, replaced by a surge of reckless abandon that threw caution to the wind. I felt as though I could lick the whole German army.”53

As his boat neared the shore, Private First Class Herbert P. Keith, with Company C, 307th Engineer Battalion, was wounded by a 20mm shell that hit him in the back. “Grover Fields helped me out of the boat and onto the bank. A medic dug a hole for me to get in. The medics were the bravest men there—running around trying to help everybody. I laid three hours before being picked up and taken to a first aid station.”54

Chaplain Kuehl landed amid a scene of carnage. “My role was to tend the wounded and move them to the water’s edge for transfer to the other side. While giving first aid to a man who had a serious stomach wound, I was hit in the back by shrapnel and fell on top of him. I’ll never forget the concern he showed me when he cried out, ‘Oh chaplain, did they get you too?’ Here’s a trooper with his belly torn open and he’s sorry about me. That’s what made the 504th the unit it was. Never was I prouder than then to be a member of such a fighting force.”55

One of the 3rd Battalion surgeons, Lieutenant Hyman D. Shapiro, was also tending the wounded and dying at the water’s edge. “I had a couple of calls and administered a few injections of morphine. Most of the [wounded] men were in the boats, still, and I told the engineers to take them back with them.”56

Private First Class James Ward, with Company H, struggled to get out of the boat as it touched ground. “We fell on the bank completely exhausted. Some of us, due to a shortage of paddles, had been paddling with rifle butts. Many of us just lay there, too tired to move. The dead and wounded were all around us. I knew that if we didn’t get off that beach soon, we would be killed. I wasn’t a hero, I wasn’t a leader; I was just a PFC trying to stay alive.”57 Ward shouted for the other men to get off the beach and jumped to his feet and began running toward the dike.

Private First Class Walter E. Hughes was surprised that so many troopers made it. “Most of us did get to the other side, thanks to the efforts of some very brave 307 engineers, who to me were the real heroes that day.”58

The boat carrying the commander of Company H, Captain Carl Kappel, was full of casualties. “A few yards from the shore, I dropped off the back of the boat and gave a big shove, which drove us into the shore. There were three of us moving. The boat was half-filled with water; most of it was blood.”59

Of the thirteen men from Company H in Kappel’s boat, six were dead and four badly wounded; only Kappel, Staff Sergeant James Allen, Jr., and medic Seymour Flox had not been hit. Kappel had left his weapon on the other side of the river, so he picked up a Tommy gun and some ammunition. Kappel then told the other two troopers to follow him. “The three of us started running for the first thing to get down behind—a trench or ditch, I believe, at least six hundred yards from the shore. I still hadn’t recovered from my swim and I developed a hell of a pain in my side. Flox, Allen, and I made the trench and got down. I was in terrible pain; they thought at first I had been hit, but I hadn’t. We laughed about it and it was at this point that Sergeant Allen turned to me and said, ‘Our luck is still holding out.’”60

Lieutenant Megellas and the men from his boat landed with the first few boats. They paused momentarily to catch their breaths. Megellas then got his men in a skirmish line. “We had to cross about five hundred yards of flat, open terrain to reach the dike, which was our next objective. The Germans were entrenched on the dike and were raking the open area with small arms and automatic fire. Since there was no place to take cover, our only alternative was to charge in the face of this murderous fire and route the enemy from their positions.”61

After landing, Private First Class Walter Muszynski, with Company I, moved forward, firing his .30-caliber light machine gun from the hip, covering the advance of his squad.

The German machine gunners on the dike now shifted their fire from the boats to the troopers in the rough skirmish line charging toward them.

From the ninth floor of the power plant, British Lieutenant Colonel Giles Vandeleur, commanding the 2nd Armored Battalion of the Irish Guards Regiment, watched the crossing through his binoculars. “I saw one or two boats hit the beaches, followed by three or four others. The men got out and began moving across an open field. My God! What a courageous sight it was! They just moved across that field steadily. I never saw a single man lie down until he was hit. I didn’t think more than half the fleet made it across. The boats started back and it was obvious that half of them had been lost.”62

Captain Keep got out of his boat when it touched down, staggered across the narrow beach to a small embankment, and fell exhausted behind it, taking about thirty seconds to catch his breath. “We got up and moved out across the open field into the fire. In many ways this was the most remarkable scene of the whole operation. All along the shoreline now, our troops were appearing deployed as skirmishers. They were running into murderous fire from the embankment eight hundred yards away; but they continued to move forward across the plain in a long single line many hundreds of yards wide. They cursed and yelled at each other as they advanced, noncoms and officers giving directions, the men firing from the hip their BARs, machine guns, and rifles and steadily they moved forward.

“All this time and the 2nd Battalion and the tanks on the other side of the river were giving us marvelous support. Their constant overhead fire into the embankment where the Germans were ensconced was heavy and effective, and somehow, it gave one a feeling of security and warmth, and pride in your buddies, who were helping you out. Because of it, you didn’t mind the dirt that was constantly being kicked up around you from the Kraut bullets or the continual whistle of rounds whizzing by you, or the men who grunted and dropped in their tracks on either side.

“Many times I have seen troops who are driven to a fever pitch—troops, who for a brief interval of combat are lifted out of themselves—fanatics, rendered crazy by rage and the lust for killing—men who forget temporarily the meaning of fear. It is an awe-inspiring sight, but not a pretty one. However, I had never witnessed this human metamorphosis so acutely displayed as on this day. The men were beside themselves. They continued to plow across that field in spite of all the Kraut could do, cursing savagely, their guns spitting fire.”63

The Company H Executive Officer, Lieutenant Edward Sims, organized the survivors from his boat and those from another boat, which landed with a number of casualties. “I ordered those who had not been wounded to join my group and then led this combined group of eighteen men in a frontal assault of the dike, that was several hundred yards farther north. I carried an M1 rifle and directed the assault forward by bounds, with rapid fire from all, including myself. Enemy fire from the dike was heavy, but the men with me did not falter. Their courage and determination was obvious.”64

Officers like Captains Burriss and Kappel; Lieutenants Megellas, Sims, and Keep; as well as the NCOs; led the way toward the fifteen-foot-high embankment. A machine gun was firing to the left of Captain Burriss from the dike as he neared the dike. Burriss shouted to Lieutenant Robert C. “Booby Trap” Blankenship and Sergeant James Leo Muri, “Booby Trap, you and Muri get that machine gun!”65 They immediately charged the gun and knocked it out.

As Tucker’s paratroopers began to reach the shelter of the dike, the German machine guns were not able to hit them. Company H trooper, Sergeant Albert Tarbell, finally reached the dike after charging through a hail of 20mm and MG-42 fire. “One of our men, Private First Class John Rigapoulos, a veteran of the pathfinder group into France and of Anzio, was joking to me about getting a Purple Heart for his finger that had just been shot off.”66

After running all of the way to the dike, Keep was completely out of breath. “For a moment everyone lay on the rear slope of the bank drawing deep full breaths. A few of us stuck our heads up above the top to see what came next; a man had his head blown off. There was little organization at this point. How could there be? Officers found themselves with heterogeneous groups from all platoons and companies. They mustered whatever men were with them; it made little difference who was who, and prepared to go over the top.”67

Lieutenant Burriss told the men on both sides of him, “‘Use your grenades!’ They immediately pulled the pins, and tossed them over the dike. The earth underneath us trembled with the almost simultaneous explosions. Then there was a moment of silence in front, followed by the screams of wounded Krauts. All along the line, other German gunners stood up, ready to surrender.

“But it was too late. Our men in a frenzy over the wholesale slaughter of their buddies, continued to fire until every German on the dike lay dead or dying.”68

One of Lieutenant Megellas’ noncoms, Sergeant John J. Toman, was hit just above the ear as they closed in on the dike. Reaching the dike, Megellas stopped to bandage the arm of platoon sergeant Marvin Hirsch, when he looked to his right. “I noticed Sergeant [William] White, of I Company jump to the top of the dike and holler, ‘There go those S. O. B. s—after them men.’ With that, Sergeant White and a few men assembled at the dike gave hot pursuit of the fleeing enemy, and as others arrived at the dike, they too took after the enemy.

“Our plan to reassemble at this point obviously went astray, but I believe Sergeant White’s ingenuity served to our advantage, since the enemy were not given an opportunity to regroup at alternative defensive positions.”69

Now that the dike had been overrun, some of the troopers headed for the bridges, some for the old Hof Van Holland fortress, others kept pursuing the German survivors from the dike. Megellas gathered some of his platoon at the dike and set off for Fort Hof Van Holland with one thought on his mind. “It was payback time.”70

Lieutenant Sims and his eighteen men moved toward the railroad embankment to deal with the 20mm guns on the railroad bridge that had done so much killing earlier. “Lieutenant LaRiviere [“Rivers”], with a few men moved east to flush out a sniper that had shot and killed one of his men.”71

Captain Burriss split his men into two groups. “I told Sergeant Muri to take his men and head up the dike road. I would follow the hedgerow just north of the road and meet him where the railroad and the road intersected.”72

While Companies H and I were assaulting the dike, Lieutenant Holabird and his men had moved directly toward the railroad bridge in an effort to disarm any explosive charges wired to the bridge before the Germans could detonate them. Holabird and his men fought as infantry in order to get to the bridge. “We started inland and about one hundred fifty yards up from the beach, we came across two Germans pillboxes. We hit them from the side. I took one and my platoon sergeant, Sergeant William Kero, took the other. We threw three or four grenades in and then went in.”73

Megellas and his men attacked the Hof Van Holland fortress from the north. “I saw an opportunity to silence the 20mm antiaircraft guns and machine guns that had rained so much havoc on us when we were sitting ducks. I directed all the fire we could mass at those targets, forcing the Germans to seek cover.”74

After Megellas and his men suppressed the enemy fire from the fort, they rushed up to the moat that surrounded the fort. Sergeant Leroy Richmond pulled off his equipment, swam across the moat, and climbed the sloped earthen wall of the fort as Megellas and his men kept up a covering fire. Megellas watched Richmond look over into the fort. “He began frantically waving his arms, pointing to the Germans inside and motioning us to circle around to the opposite side to a drawbridge, the only entrance to the fort. As he was looking down into the fort, the sound of a German Mauser rifle broke the silence.

“Sergeant Richmond must have been carrying a rabbit’s foot. The bullet grazed his neck, but did not seriously wound him. He started back down the incline, swam the moat, and rejoined us. From our position on the edge of the moat, we lobbed hand grenades over the parapet and inside the fort.”75

Captain Keep was with a group of about thirty men, including Major Cook, the 3rd Battalion commander. Keep and his group kept the pressure on the Germans, not allowing them to reorganize. “By squad rushes, we crossed fields, worked our way through orchards and down ditches. From one house to another we jumped…. In our particular bunch, I witnessed countless acts of heroism—all of which deserve decorations, but which of course will remain unknown.”76

As Companies H and I attacked the Germans in the fields, orchards, and houses north of the dike, the engineers returned eleven boats to the southern side of the river and loaded Company G and Headquarters Company, 3rd Battalion. Lieutenant Roy M. Hanna was the executive officer with Company G, and had been awarded the DSC for bravery while fighting at Anzio. “I kneeled in about the center of the boat, on the right hand side, and just started paddling. I think it took me only four hundred fifty-five strokes to get across, I was paddling so damned fast. I can’t remember who was in the boat with me, but I know I felt like I was the only one.”77

Watching the entire crossing and assault from the power plant, and commenting on the incredible bravery shown by Tucker’s paratroopers, British General Browning turned to the British XXX Corps Commander, General Brian Horrocks, and said, “I have never seen a more gallant action.”78
  


CHAPTER 8

“THE FINEST DIVISION
IN THE WORLD TODAY”1
 

At the same time the 504th was crossing the Waal River, survivors of two platoons from Company B, 505th, were in Mook, fighting a desperate, savage battle against an overwhelming number of German paratroopers who had overrun the town. Private Northam H. Stolp was lying in the street next to the curb, with a British Sherman tank so close on the other side of him that he was pinned by the tank’s tread against his shirt sleeve. Suddenly, the other side of the Sherman took a direct hit at very close range from a Panzerfaust. The tank and Private Stolp were rocked by the explosion. “I found myself in the front, ‘store’ portion of the house we had recently grenaded. I was erect as I recall and brushing glass shards off my jacket. I had my malfunctioning ‘folding stock’ carbine, a couple of bazooka rounds in their cases stuck in my belt somehow, and precious little else. I do not know to this day how I got there.

“Anyway, as long as I had somehow crossed the intersecting lines of fire and was in one piece in a house with the upper floor burning (and hopefully all dead enemies upstairs), I figured I had best continue and clean the house out. I charged stupidly, but bravely through the doorway from the store part into the living quarters in the back. I recall there was something or someone just leaving. I felt, almost rather than saw, a jacket tail or something, zip past the back door to the outside.

“At that moment my attention was drawn to a little can (like a tuna can) on the table, and some other clutter that looked as though someone had just hurriedly left off eating. I delayed my patrol to try the contents of the can. It was horrible stuff. I ate it. Probably, fortunately for me, there was only a very little left. I then went out the back door following the ghost that had zipped out as I came in. There was no one in sight.”2
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As the two platoons of Company B fought an entire reinforced German parachute battalion, two platoons from Company A, 505th, launched an assault on the German paratroopers in Mook, from the northeast. They attacked out of a wooded area across a wide-open field of about seventy-five yards toward Mook. A raised causeway-like road ran from northeast to southwest from the wooded area toward Mook. At the edge of town there was a cemetery, which was on the left front of Company A as they approached.

Company A pathfinder Private Bob Murphy had been briefed that Company B was in a lot of trouble. “We were told we needed to go in there and overrun the Germans.”3 Murphy was on the left side of the causeway-like road as the two platoons emerged from the wooded area and began their attack. “There was a lot of firing at us with machine guns and rifles. I was next to Chuck Burghduff, who was a pathfinder with me. [Lieutenant] Mike Chester said ‘OK guys, let’s go.’And I turned to Burghduff and said ‘I’ll…’ and he got machine gunned up the side and killed.”4

Private Murphy, an undefeated high school runner and hurdler, “took off and ran across this open field, and when I went by this telephone pole I could hear the bullets whizzing by. I saw two Germans in the hole [behind the telephone pole]. I stopped, pulled a hand grenade out, threw it into the hole, and then ran like hell across straight ahead [toward Mook again]. When I got across the field, I saw about four guys inside a hedge up against a wall. These were American paratroopers. They identified themselves as B Company, 505.

“The rest of the guys from A Company came across [the field] and we really overwhelmed them. We went into Mook, through the houses to the left. My platoon went to the left; the other people went off to the right.

“There was no artillery or mortars. There was small arms fire, rifle and Schmeissers. It was all small arms fire, hand-to-hand, man-to-man. Now, we took a lot of Germans [prisoner].

“I was loading my Thompson. I was putting another clip in, looking at my gun. A German came around the corner and belted me in the mouth with his rifle. I saw him and got hit at the same time. Apparently, he didn’t have any rounds in his gun. [It] knocked part of my upper tooth out on the right hand side, chipped it. So, I disposed of him. I got the clip in and I fired.

“So, we went through the whole battle that day, and it was tremendous. Well, we got a lot of Russian and Polish prisoners, who were in German uniforms. They were very happy to be prisoners. While we had to relieve them of their watches and so forth, they didn’t have any pistols.”5

The attack by the two Company A platoons relieved some of the pressure on the Company B platoons. But the situation in Mook was still critical. German paratroopers remained in the town in considerable strength.

Private Stolp and the Company B troopers were finally able to move forward. “The rest of our attacking force to our west had reamed out the religious institution, crossed the damn alley, and silenced the endless fire that been keeping us pinned down at our side of town. The enemy force ahead of us had given some ground and pulled back a bit.”6

Stolp was about to discover how the “Air Force kid,” Sergeant Baldry, Private Stoneking, and the trooper in the middle of the street had all been killed and Private Mount wounded earlier. “I had cleaned out the house and gone around the back through the back door, then to the right and around the south side, which was where that insidious, ivy-covered brick wall started and continued out onto the street, which is just where (about four feet short of the street end) the wall window was. When Stoneking, Mount, and Baldry ran up and set the machine gun in the ‘gas station’ area, Stoneking was on the gun and was apparently ‘sighting’ with it.

“The Kraut behind the little vine covered brick wall window waited until he [Stoneking] had his eye right up to the sight and poured a full burst of Schmeisser machine pistol right into his forehead. This totally hollowed out his skull, face, etc. and all, and his head dropped right down on and over the handle of the gun… it was totally inside his head. This guy had us all covered and could have stopped the whole drive right there. He wouldn’t have been discovered till I had come around the house. It would have probably been the end of me right there… he had us cold. I believe he had killed all those who died there, by himself. He then took Baldry next and then Mount. He couldn’t hit me or my gunner because of the tree. He could, and did hit everything else. We were totally unaware of his presence and therefore, could not have eliminated him. How I have always regretted that we did not detect him. What a target it would have made for our bazooka.”7

As the Germans were pushed out of Mook, Beek, Riethorst, and Wyler, those defending the Nijmegen bridges were getting squeezed from both ends. In Hunner Park, Company F, 505th, was getting enfilade fire from the Valkhof ruins on their left flank as they moved forward. Lieutenant Hays was one of the few officers left in Company F by this time. “I realized something had to be done or all our men would be killed. To our left was a fifteen-foot stone wall; somehow it had to be coming from there. I looked behind me, and there in the street was a British tank. I ran back, banged on the tank with my Tommy gun and climbed upon the tank. The tank commander stuck his head out. I told him my men were being slaughtered and we needed help. He was reluctant to leave his position. I begged him to come help, and finally he agreed.

“Before I jumped down from the tank, he handed me a bottle of brandy and said, ‘Here, you need some of this.’ I must have looked as shook up as I felt. I don’t remember if I took his brandy or not, but I did direct him into the park.

“When he got there he said, ‘What do I shoot at?’

“I said, ‘I don’t know. That wall must have something to do with this; shoot at that wall.’ I thought at the time, it sounded pretty silly; but I didn’t know what else to say.

“He may have fired his machine guns; I know he didn’t fire his cannon; but suddenly the firing stopped. Later, I learned that the stone wall was a retaining wall for the ground in the old fort and the ground was flush with the top of the wall. The Germans had dug a trench along the top and were firing at us from point blank range. The reason the firing stopped was that the British infantry had captured the fort.”8

But the fire coming straight at the paratroopers in the park did not subside, however. If anything, it increased as the troopers closed in on the SS Grenadiers. The firing became so heavy that Sergeant Spencer Wurst took cover behind a tree. “From behind my tree, I observed [Howard R.] Krueger as he crawled fifteen or twenty feet to my right front. He actually reached down into a foxhole, grabbed a German, and pulled him out. He motioned the prisoner to the rear, and both of them crawled back to our skirmish line. The German didn’t stop; he crawled another twenty feet and stopped to help our medic bandage one of our wounded. Very shortly thereafter, he was killed by German fire.

“I glanced to my right rear and saw Colonel Vandervoort, our battalion commander, approaching my position. Our dead and wounded were lying all around us, hit only moments earlier. We pleaded with the CO not to expose himself to the heavy fire, but he continued until he reached my position. He looked at me and calmly said, ‘Sergeant, I think you better go see if you can get that tank moving.’”9

The tank that Hays had used to suppress the fire emanating from the Valkhof was still sitting at the edge of the park. The commander was justifiably concerned about the 88mm guns and Panzerfausts if he came too close. Corporal W. A. Jones saw the 88s even firing at individuals. “There was one 88 in the park and one down by the bridge. If you stuck your head up they would fire that thing at you.”10

Sergeant Wurst asked Vandervoot to take cover and then jumped up and ran through the blizzard of fire crisscrossing the park to the tank. Wurst beat on the turret with his helmet and the tank commander once again raised the hatch. “I hollered to the tank commander, relating the colonel’s order to move forward and continue firing. We talked a minute or two, and I pointed out targets. While I was showing him where he should shoot, I had to remain standing. Finally the tank lumbered forward, and I gave arm and hand signals to what was left of my squad to get up and start moving.”11

Corporal Jones jumped to his feet and started forward, raking the holes and trenches with his Thompson as he advanced. “We just kept going. Some of the Germans stayed in their holes, and some of them saw we weren’t going to stop and left their guns and tried to run.”12

Sergeant Wurst and his men broke through a barbed-wire entanglement and continued through the park, as what remained of Company F shot and bayoneted Germans in their holes or shot them as they ran. “My squad was the first to break through to the east side of park. When we got on the east side of the barbed wire, we dropped into a well constructed, World War I–type trench the Germans had dug. From here we had a good view that overlooked the approach road, the entrance to the bridge and the bridge itself. I heard some shouted commands from my distant left rear that I later learned was British infantry moving up by the numbers.”13

Vandervoort watched his paratroopers close with the Germans as the fighting became even more vicious, as individual Germans fought for their lives with the intensity of cornered animals. “‘No quarter’ combat became the order of the day throughout that quarter-mile-square area. The fighting was so close, individual Germans were either too brave or too scared to surrender. Probably both. The Germans seemed indifferent to death. The paratroopers retaliated with ice cold ruthlessness. That gladiatorial test of wills gave a shocking crescendo to the battle. The British Shermans gave the troopers the cumulative edge. Position by position, the trooper/tank collaboration closed down Hunner Park. The enemy finally broke and ran east and west. Others were driven into the Waal.”14

The 504th had paid for the north end of the two Nijmegen bridges in blood; now they were going to collect. The plan called for Companies H and I to fight their way north along the railroad embankment to where it intersected with the roadway running north from the highway bridge, then turn south and attack toward the north end of the highway bridge with Company I on the left (east) and Company H on the right (west) side of the highway. Company G was to follow and block the highway, protecting the rear of the two assaulting companies.

Sergeant Theodore Finkbeiner and Sergeant James Allen, Jr., both with Company H, 504th, led a group of ten troopers that included Private First Class Walter Muszynski, with Company I, 504th, north along the railroad embankment to a point where it intersected with the road running north from the highway bridge. Finkbeiner stuck his head over the top of the embankment and found himself staring right into the muzzle of a German MG-34 machine gun. “I think he was as surprised as I was. I ducked, but the muzzle blast blew the little wool line cap off my head. My two companions and I tossed some grenades over the embankment and the Germans tossed some over at us. I heard what I assumed was a command and several Germans charged us. We repulsed the charge, killing a couple and wounding another. I had to restrain the engineer who had stayed with us from going to the aid of the wounded German.”15

About that time some thirty or so Germans got around behind the group and opened fire. Almost simultaneously, a German flak-wagon with a 20mm gun pulled up to the junction where the railroad embankment passed under the highway and opened up on the group, hitting Muszynski’s machine gun and destroying it. Muszynski proceeded to sneak up to within fifteen yards of the flak-wagon and, using hand grenades, knocked it out, killing four more of the enemy. Only moments later, Muszynski was killed by rifle fire, which also wounded Sergeant Allen. Staff Sergeant James Allen, Jr., would die later that day, from a severed femoral artery. For his courage, Private First Class Muszynski would later be posthumously awarded the Distinguished Service Cross.

Just seconds later, Lieutenant William H. Preston, the executive officer of Company H, and Sergeant Sus J. Gonzales, with Company H, arrived and opened fire on the Germans that had gotten behind Finkbeiner’s group, killing most of them.

Finkbeiner and his group moved through the pass to the other side of the railroad embankment. “One of the enemy on the other side behind the machine gun started to wave a white flag. The same engineer who wanted to go to the aid of the wounded enemy stood up to go capture prisoners, and was immediately shot and killed. We were yelling at him to stay down. The white flag was an obvious ruse. An experienced paratrooper would have known better.”16

Captain Kappel, the commander of Company H, 504th, moved with groups led by Lieutenants Richard LaRiviere (“Rivers”) and Ed Sims and reached the western side of the railroad embankment, with Germans occupying the other side. Kappel and his men attempted to assault the other side so they could move toward the highway bridge. “All efforts to cross the embankment were repulsed by heavy fire. Grenades were exchanged over the [embankment]. Many machine guns, including 20mm, fired grazing fire along the top of the railway embankment. Men were dispatched south along the embankment in an effort to penetrate through culverts or to find an underpass. An unfortunate incident occurred because a group of civilians occupied a concrete shelter under the railway embankment. Seeking an entrance through the embankment [our men] found the shelter, believing it to be a passageway and hearing voices, tossed in Gammon grenades and assaulted the position, severely wounding two women, among others. The chamber did not have an exit on the east side.

“In the assault on the embankment, one 88mm antitank gun and one smaller caliber AT gun, mounted on top of the embankment covering the railway bridge, were neutralized. The guns, dug in, were not physically in our possession, but could not be reached by the Germans as long as we remained within a few feet of them.

“I then directed that the attack be shifted south along the embankment to seize the northern end of the railroad bridge, pass under the bridge, and attack the highway bridge from the west, with the right flank secured by the dike parallel to the Waal. This, if successful, would give us one bridge across the river. The 2nd and 3rd Platoons pressed this attack with vigor and quickly overran the exterior positions.”17

Lieutenant Rivers, with Company H, 504th, led a group of fifteen to twenty troopers toward the railroad bridge. As they moved along the railroad embankment leading to the bridge, a German machine gun opened up them. Rivers and Private First Class John Rigapoulos were kneeling beside one another trying to locate the machine gun, when Rigapoulos was hit in the chest with a burst, knocking him over backward, killing him. On the way to the bridge, Rivers and his men ran into a group of thirty to forty Germans, whom they killed, then continued to move toward the railroad bridge.

Private First Class Walter E. Hughes, with Company I, moved along the dike with a small group led by his company commander. “Everyone started toward the railroad bridge, taking out pockets of Germans along the way. I followed Captain Burriss and four or five others, trying to ignore the noise of the firing and mortars, but afraid to blink my eyes, for fear of becoming separated from them or coming upon a German and not acting quickly enough. The constant noise seemed to urge everyone on, ‘Finish the job,’ I thought, ‘and the shooting will stop… finish the job and the killing will end.’

“I came face to face with a dead paratrooper on the stairs and thought, ‘Some American family back home will never be the same again.’

“Someone said to cut the wires wherever you see them, they are attached to explosives.”18

On the other side of the river, the 1st Battalion was making the crossing. Private First Class Ross Pippin, with Company C, 504th, waited for a boat. “By that time there were only a few boats left. Every time a boat landed, the paratroopers would immediately go into action.”19

At the rail yard on the southern side of the river, Company D, 505th, together with British tanks and infantry, attacked the Germans defending the southern approach to the railroad bridge. Lieutenant James “Joe” Meyers, with Company D, was given the same sort of order that the companies attacking the highway bridge received: “‘We are here, the enemy is there, charge!’ Despite heavy automatic weapons fire that included two 20mm flak guns, we carried the German position with a loss of several killed and wounded.”20

Lieutenant Ed Sims, the executive officer of Company H, 504th, and eighteen troopers moved cautiously toward the railroad bridge. “Resistance at the north end of the railroad bridge was light, and it soon fell into our hands. Next, I ordered a few men to look for explosives and cut all wires. Then, I set up a defense around our end of the bridge. During a hasty search of the supporting abutments, a holdout sniper shot one of my sergeants. He was badly wounded, but he received fast medical treatment and eventually recovered.

“Lieutenant LaRiviere and the few men with him joined us—and not a moment too soon.”21

LaRiviere saw a large group of Germans trying to escape the trap, coming from Nijmegen north across the railroad bridge toward the small force. “We let them come—two thirds of the way.”22

Lieutenant Allen F. McClain, the commander of the 81mm Mortar Platoon, Headquarters Company, 3rd Battalion, 504th, was watching from the northern end of the bridge with LaRiviere and Sims. “I estimate there were better than five hundred who started across. We had two machine gun crews and two BARs set up at the end of the bridge. When the Germans were a little better than halfway across, the automatic weapons opened up.

“Before it was over, they were leaping into the swift current of the river below. Some wounded fell through between the ties. Hardened by over two years of combat and the loss of many of my men, I still felt sick at this inhumanity to man. Two hundred sixty-seven bodies remained on the bridge the next morning.”23

Sims and his men felt differently, however. “At the time, my men and I were tense and angry because of the strenuous fighting and the loss of so many of our own men during the crossing. We had little concern about destroying the large enemy force opposing us.

“Often in my mind I relive this particular action, and always conclude that this terrible slaughter of humans is not something to be proud of or brag about. It continues to bother me that I had to make the hasty decision that led to the death of so many young men, our own and those opposing us.”24

Found on the railroad bridge were thirty-four machine guns, two 20mm antiaircraft guns, and one 88mm dual-purpose antiaircraft/antitank gun.25 These weapons had been responsible for much of the devastating fire experienced by the 3rd Battalion, 504th, during its crossing of the Waal River.

At 5:00 p.m. Captain Kappel tried to radio Colonel Tucker to report that the railroad bridge was in their hands and to request that tanks be sent across the railroad bridge.

From the dike, across the fields, to the railroad embankment, and now at the railroad bridge, Captain Keep, the 3rd Battalion operations officer, saw dead Germans lying all over. A couple of months later, Keep would write, “I have seen a lot of gruesome sights since this war began, but I have never witnessed such absolute carnage as I did that day. Everywhere, the bodies of Krauts were sprawled grotesquely; in places, they were piled high.”26

As fighting on the railroad bridge was occurring, Megellas decided to take his men and move out, even though Fort Hof Van Holland had not yet been cleaned out. “I didn’t know how many Germans were inside the fort, but as long as they didn’t constitute a threat to our forces still crossing the river or impede our attack on the bridges, I was not concerned. We could move out to help seize the bridges, our principal objective, and let the men of the 1st Battalion coming up behind us take care of them.”27

Now that the railroad bridge was firmly in their control, Lieutenant LaRiviere told Lieutenant Sims, “You take care of the railroad bridge, I’m going with Burriss.”28

Captain Burriss led the way east down the dike road toward the highway bridge. Burriss made sure that they cleaned out the houses that were located along the dike road as they moved east. “We approached houses on either side. ‘OK, let’s check each house to make sure no Krauts are inside,’ I said.

“I stepped on the porch of the first house and opened the door. More than a dozen German soldiers were sleeping on the floor. One of them, a grizzled veteran, rolled over, opened one eye, saw me, and grabbed for his rifle. When he did, I tossed a Gammon grenade in the middle of the sleeping pile and dived off the porch. The ensuing blast blew out the windows and the door. After the smoke had cleared, I peered inside. There were no survivors.”29

Sergeant George Leoleis, with Company I, was with four other troopers who had just killed eight Germans in a house. “We were separated from any other men, but we knew in what direction to head for, down the road toward the bridge. We were now fighting the kind of fight we were trained for and we were the best at it. No quarter given and no quarter asked.”30

As the 1st Battalion, 504th, arrived on the north side of the Waal, they fanned out to the west to protect the left flank of the bridgehead and to the right, where they took over the attack on Fort Hof Van Holland. After a short but fierce fight, the Germans surrendered the fort. By 6:30 p.m., the 1st Battalion, 504th, had relieved the troopers from Company H, 504th, at the railroad bridge. Those Company H men then moved out toward the highway bridge.

The fighting around the southern approach of the highway bridge was winding down as Vandervoort’s troopers and British Guards infantry mopped up the small pockets of Germans that still remained. The Germans kept the southern approach to the bridge under almost constant and heavy artillery fire to deny the bridge as long as possible.

As it neared sundown, Private First Class Ken Russell and three of his Company F buddies were “standing watching our last medic [T/5 Lloyd G. Ellingson] doctoring one of our guys, when an SS trooper near the rubble of the castle (that we thought a rabbit couldn’t live in) dashed by us and shot the medic and killed him. It was such a surprise that we all opened up on him as he ran over the hill and killed him.”31

Another Company F trooper, Private Michael A. Brilla, was also one of the many who opened up on the German. “I have never seen so many tracers from our machine guns go through one man before he hit the ground.”32

Of the six hundred or so, mostly SS Grenadiers and German paratroopers, that defended the south side of the highway bridge, only about sixty were taken prisoner and about sixty escaped east along the steep south bank of the Waal. The rest were killed by Vandervoort’s veteran troopers and by the Grenadier Guards. The scene in Hunner Park and the traffic circle was ghastly. German corpses were lying half in their trenches and foxholes where they had been bayoneted or shot. Wounded and dead troopers littered the landscape. Weapons and the debris of war were strewn everywhere.

Despite German artillery fire falling on the southern end of bridge, the Grenadier Guards commander, Lieutenant Colonel Edward Goulburn, decided the moment had come for his armor to attempt a crossing. He ordered a troop of four Sherman tanks led by Sergeant Peter Robinson to cross the great highway bridge. Everyone fully expected the bridge to be blown any moment.

Just as Robinson’s tanks began to move toward the bridge, Captain Burriss, the CO of Company I, 504th, Lieutenant Richard LaRiviere, with Company H, 504th, and a small force arrived on the dike road underneath the north end of the highway bridge. The concrete piers rose almost two hundred feet above to the bridge surface. Strangely, there was no firing around the bridge. Burriss could hear firing around the southern end of the great bridge across the river in Nijmegen. “As I stood beneath the north end, I saw a set of concrete steps that went from the lower road to the main highway at that end. I told Sergeant [Leo] Muri to take some men and cut any wires that they saw around the supporting columns of the bridge. Then I turned to LaRiviere and pointed up the concrete stairway. ‘Let’s go up!’”33

Burriss led the way up the stairs and encountered one lone German as he reached the road surface of the bridge above. The German surrendered and Burriss waved his guys up. “LaRiviere and an enlisted man were standing with me at the end of the bridge. I had just told LaRiviere to take some men, start across the bridge, and cut wires, when a German standing high in the girders shot and killed the enlisted man standing between us. LaRiviere immediately wheeled around and shot the Kraut. As the man fell, one of his straps caught in the girders, and he was caught in the steel structure. When we left two days later, he was still hanging there.”34

Private James J. Musa and another trooper arrived at the north end of the highway bridge with LaRiviere. They were among the first men to reach the bridge. Private Musa and the other troopers “deployed on both sides of the bridge. The Germans were firing at us from the girders and there were more [Germans] on the bridge. Some Germans tried to escape the advance of the Allied forces on the south and ran toward us. We held our fire until they were within close range and then opened fire. Some turned around and started back towards the south end trying to surrender. Other Germans were still holding out in the girders of the bridge. We called for them to come down and surrender.”35

Lieutenant Megellas and part of his platoon arrived at the bridge just as the firing subsided. “The highway bridge was littered with German bodies, evidence of the fierce fight that had taken place.”36

From his observation post in a building on the south side of the highway bridge, Vandervoort had a front row seat to watch Grenadier Guards Sergeant Peter Robinson’s four tanks cross the bridge. “As Sergeant Robinson’s lead Sherman approached the midpoint of the bridge, from dead ahead, an 88mm antitank gun opened fire. It should have been a mismatch. One or more tanks, knocked out, could block the bridge. Our tanks stopped and returned fire.

“The lead Sherman fired its cannon as fast as it could load and sprayed the road ahead with its .30-caliber machine gun. The 88 fired half a dozen—more or less—near misses, ripping and screaming with an unforgettable sound—past the turret of the tank. In the gathering dusk they looked like great Roman candle balls of fire. Brightly glowing, 17-pounder cannon shots rocketed back along with flashing machine gun tracers. Suddenly, the 88 went silent. One of the tanks’ .30-caliber armor-piercing rounds had penetrated the soft metallic end cap of the 88’s recoil mechanism, causing the gun to jam. That improbable, long-odds happenstance of good marksmanship and good luck ended the shoot-out on the bridge.”37

As Robinson’s Shermans began to move again, German General Heinz Harmel, commander of the 10th SS Panzer Division, looked through his binoculars from a concrete pillbox northeast of the bridge near Lent. Lieutenant General Wilhelm Bittrich commanding the II SS Panzer Korps, had been ordered by Field Marshall Walter Model not to blow the bridge. Harmel was determined not to allow the bridge to fall into Allied hands. He didn’t want to be brought to Berlin to be executed for allowing the British to cross the Waal River. Harmel watched Robinson’s tank reach the center of the bridge.

Harmel gave the order to the engineer waiting nearby to push the plunger on the detonator. “Get ready… Let it blow!”38

Nothing happened. “‘Again!’ I was waiting to see the bridge collapse and the tanks plunge into the river. Instead, they moved relentlessly, getting bigger and bigger, closer and closer.”39

Harmel turned to his staff and said, “My God, they’ll be here in two minutes. Stolley, tell Bittrich. They’re over the Waal.”40

Captain Burriss heard tanks coming across the bridge in the fading light. “We couldn’t tell if they were German or British, but I think most of us believed that they were Kraut reinforcements.

“‘Let’s get off the bridge and over the embankment,’ I said, ‘until we can tell whose they are.’

“As we waited with Gammon grenades in our hands, two tanks passed within a few feet of us. They were British.”41

With that, the paratroopers ran up the embankment, climbed on the tanks, and began celebrating with the British tankers. Burriss told the commander of one of tanks, “You guys are the most beautiful sight I’ve seen in months.”42

At around 7:15 p.m., the highway bridge was firmly in Allied hands. German artillery continued to pummel the southern approaches to the highway bridge in order to prevent US and British troops from crossing to reinforce the bridgehead. The German shelling that evening was effective in preventing infantry from crossing the highway bridge to push the bridgehead toward Arnhem.

The British tanks moved cautiously up the road toward Arnhem, but another German 88 firing down the road toward them convinced them to withdraw and wait for infantry support. This greatly angered the paratroopers. They believed that after the bridges were captured the British would drive straight through to Arnhem.

Colonel Tucker arrived at the location where the railroad tracks passed under the highway north of the river. “I walked down to the main bridge and went part way across it toward Nijmegen, but the girders of the bridge were covered with Krauts who engaged in sporadic firing down on the bridge. Many were shot, while others were rounded up as prisoners. By dark, the 1st and 3rd Battalions were joined up in position. I remained at a farmhouse at the intersection of the railroad and main road that night, and although the British tank commander kept screaming most of the night for close-in security, we had two battalions well out in front of him and our small group [at the CP] could take care of any group attempting to get at his tanks.”43

The cost of the capture of the Nijmegen bridges was steep. So many brave troopers were killed or grievously wounded. Forty-eight troopers from the 504th were killed in the assault crossing of the Waal River. H Company, 504th, alone lost fifteen men killed or missing in action and thirty-eight wounded. Sergeant John Toman, with Company H, 504th, was shot in the head while leading his men against the machine guns at the dike and was evacuated and sent to a hospital in the US. He lost his hearing and control of his facial muscles and was confined to a wheelchair for the rest of his life. Lieutenant Harry “Pappy” Busby, with Company I, 504th, who had the premonition that he wasn’t going to make it, died during the crossing of the Waal.

The 2nd Battalion, 505th, suffered tremendously as well. Almost all of Company F’s officers were killed or wounded. Private Don McKeage, with Company F, 505th, was one of the extremely fortunate individuals who was not killed or wounded in the assault on Hunner Park. “The park was covered with dead and wounded Germans; the road was covered with our dead and wounded. We had nineteen KIA [and] another fifty wounded; that left F Company with approximately fifty men still on their feet. The Dutch started appearing as the firing stopped. They had blankets and flowers for our dead troopers. They didn’t show the same respect for the dead Krauts, they kicked the hell out of some of them.”44

The paratroopers had inflicted disproportionate casualties on the Germans in the attack. Most of the 600 or so defending the south end of the highway bridge were killed, wounded, or captured. In addition to the 267 German bodies found on the railroad bridge, another 80 or so were found around and on the north end of the highway bridge. The number of Germans killed defending the riverbank, the dike, and the area between the bridges will never be known.

During the attack by the British to capture the area between the highway and railroad bridges, they contacted the platoon from Company A, 508th, and the company commander that had been trapped since the night of September 17.

In the 508th sector east of Nijmegen the situation remained tenuous at best. Captain Woodrow Millsaps had withdrawn two platoons of Company B from Wyler with a great number of wounded earlier in the day under tremendous pressure from the enemy. When Millsaps completed the withdrawal to the outskirts of Wyler, he reported this to Major Ben Delamater, the 1st Battalion, 508th, executive officer. Millsaps was told that British tanks had arrived and would fire on Wyler, immediately after which he was to move back into Wyler. “I told him the company was shot to pieces and it would do no good to move back to Wyler. He told me the tanks would move forward to my position and on into Wyler, and to be ready to move when the tanks arrived on my left flank.

“The tanks opened fire, but rather than fire on Wyler, they fired into my position, and it was very effective and just about finished my company off. I tried to stop this fire by radio to the battalion, but the tanks kept on firing. I knew if this fire was not stopped at once, we would all be killed. I picked up a bed sheet from one of the houses and ran out to the side of our position and started waving like mad. Surprising enough, the tanks stopped firing, but not before they had killed and wounded several of my men.

“Just before dark, I again received a message from Major Delamater stating for me to prepare to move back, but not to do so until he joined my company. He was on the way to my company to guide us back to the battalion defense line. We would have to go another route from the one we took going into Wyler, for the enemy now was deployed on Voxhil. Sometime later, Major Delamater arrived at my command post and we started our withdrawal without wasting any time.

“There were not enough able-bodied men left to take care of the wounded. We had no stretchers, so we used doors, planks, and any other thing we could find to carry the men on. We had to carry them a short distance and return for others. This withdrawal took all night, but finally we arrived back at Company B’s sector of defense on the battalion line just before daybreak.”45

Shortly before sundown, Company H, 508th, counterattacked the Germans who had captured Beek earlier. Private First Class Harry A. Roll was a new replacement in Company H. “Just as we came into view of the village, we came upon very heavy machine gun fire coming from a cupola on the corner of a large house. I ducked into a ditch and was grazed on the flesh of my shoulder. Captain [Louis L] Toth called for Moon and Tucker to get the bazooka up front as he stood in the roadway just above me.”46

Private Roll’s platoon sergeant, Lyle K. Kumler, moved forward in the open in order to draw fire from the machine gun so as to allow the bazooka team to get close enough for a shot.

Roll watched the team move into position and prepare to fire. “The bazooka team knocked out the machine gun nest that was hidden behind shutters in the cupola. We then proceeded into Beek, passing a cemetery where some of our company were digging in. That was [Staff Sergeant] Ralph Busson’s platoon. As we proceeded through some streets, we came upon a concertina of coiled wire, and no one had a wire cutter. It was here, as we struggled to get through, the Germans were on the second floor of several houses and started throwing potato masher grenades at us. My friend, Marvin Storey was hit, so we backed out of the wire and crawled between two houses. It was at that same time up beyond the barbed wire, much machine gun fire was going off and that’s where my friend Tommy Horne was hit.

“While between the houses, [Sergeant] Lyle Kumler, our platoon leader, came upon us and said to follow him back up the hill to regroup. We attacked Beek, I believe, four more times that night.”47

During the second attack, while under fire from 88mm artillery, Sergeant Kumler got his platoon’s machine guns and mortars into position and delivered suppressive fire on the German positions in buildings on the edge of Beek. As Company H advanced toward Beek, a machine gun pinned down one of the assaulting platoons. Kumler took a couple of men and worked their way into a position to assault the machine gun. Telling the two men to cover him, Kumler assaulted the machine gun and single-handedly killed the crew, allowing the platoon to continue the assault into Beek. Finally, about 8:30 p.m. the Germans were driven out of Beek after bitter house-to-house fighting. For his extraordinary heroism during this assault and for actions on the previous day, Sergeant Lyle Kumler would later be awarded the Distinguished Service Cross.

That night in Mook, Private Northam Stolp and other survivors from his Company B, 505th platoon were in a small apple orchard. “We seemed to be pinned down and [were] ordered to stay put. It had grown quite dark and now the entire town was ablaze. Virtually every house was afire! The orange glow was undulating and a nauseating smell, something like the fondly remembered smell of burning leaves in the fall, began to permeate the entire area. But, it wasn’t pleasant like my memories of fall burnings had always been. There was something else in it and it subconsciously raised the hair on our necks.

“We were in total shock at this point, bracing ourselves for each salvo of artillery shells, which announced themselves unnervingly. The realization and the memories of the killing of our men during the day, as well as the shock of continued deaths and woundings, was draining us all. The fire in the town was growing larger, sending great showers of burning debris and sparks heavenward with each additional salvo of shells. The constant small arms fire containing tracers, seemed to be horizontal sparks. The brick wall south of the monastery was being crumbled by the impacting machine gun fire.

“It was freezing cold and the fires did nothing to warm us. In our general starvation and state of shocked exhaustion, we were rapidly losing our hold on reality. I suppose it must have been somewhere between 10:00 p.m. and perhaps midnight or 1:00 a.m. when we were lying there in our stupor and the situation suddenly became electric! Whatever there was left of our innate subconscious; alerted us to something different happening, even before our reality sensing minds came awake to it. The adrenaline was pumping in great gobs! We were awake and alert and terrified!

“Whatever it was out there was coming. What in the hell was it? All at once we knew what we were sensing. It was a blood chilling sound. It was a sound the likes of which none of us has heard before or since (thank God). It was coming out of the wall of flames to our right front. From the little passageway on the unseen grassy trail to our right front, came a clot of humanity such as you’ve never seen! It was a formless mass, undulating, screaming, moaning in pure terror.

“People were staggering, falling, trying to run… their clothing was in some places afire, they were carrying anything you can imagine. Many were men, many were little children, girls and boys of every age. Mothers carrying little babies and blankets… as smaller children clung to their dresses and were dragged, screaming and crying, along. All were screaming and hollering at the top of their lungs. Those with fire on them fell and rolled about in an agony and then got up to run toward us again.

“And now, we began to realize what the burning smell was! Many people had delayed trying to flee the battle and taken refuge in the holes they had dug in their basements. They were literally being cremated in their own homes! I still have trouble in the fall when the leaves are burned and the smoke pall hangs heavy in light fog of a fall evening. You get no medals or Purple Heart for such wounds.”48

The Germans launched a counterattack at Beek before dawn on September 21, in an attempt to continue their drive west to recapture the Nijmegen highway bridge before the British and Americans had the opportunity to consolidate the defenses around the bridge. They cut off and surrounded one platoon of Company H, 508th, in the town and forced the withdrawal of the remainder of the company. Lieutenant Colonel Mendez, the commander of the 3rd Battalion, 508th, quickly organized a counterattack using the remnants of Company H to make a frontal assault, while one platoon from Company G, 508th, attacked from the northwest, and Company F, 508th, assaulted from the southeast.

The assault was stopped by the numerically superior German paratroopers, who then counterattacked toward Berg-en-Dal to the southwest. The counterattack was stopped by the 3rd Battalion, 508th, supported by the 319th Glider Field Artillery Battalion. The fighting seesawed back and forth through the morning and into the afternoon. Finally, around 5:00 p.m., the Red Devils fought their way into Beek. Sergeant Oliver W. Griffin, with Company H, was an assistant squad leader in Sergeant Curtis B. Sides’ squad. The previous night when they captured the town, Sides had ordered his squad to dig slit trenches on the edge of the town square. As Sergeant Griffin moved with the squad back into the town square on the afternoon of the 21st, he had an uneasy feeling, because they weren’t receiving any fire from Germans he knew had to be in buildings around the square. “I guess the Germans suckered us, because they held their fire until we got next to the slit trenches. When they opened up, not thinking, we each jumped into the hole we dug the night before. There must have been several snipers looking right down at us. Sergeant Sides was in a hole about ten feet from mine. [Private William J.] Kurzawski was in another one about ten in front of Sides. The first shot hit Kurzawski in the head, killing him. The next shot hit Sides’ rifle, ruining it. He turned to me and said he couldn’t use his rifle. I said to get down, but I should have said let’s move. Almost immediately, the next shot hit Sides in the head, killing him. At that moment I knew to move, but where?

“I took off heading for the house where I thought the shots were coming from. I figured I would be better off going in shooting than I would be staying outside. As I was running, I saw an open gate in the brick wall next to a house. I cut to go through the opening just as they sprayed the wall where I had cut. I got there okay and worked my way into the woods, where I could look right into Beek.

“After a few minutes came Frank Bagdonas. We found a place a little up the hill with a good view. We were observing the closest house, when out the door walked a tall German soldier. He acted like no one was within a hundred miles. I guess he thought we all took off for Berg-en-Dal. We decided to aim, count to three, and both shoot. We did and he went down. I pulled my rifle, so I know Bagdonas got him. When we went back in we passed the German. Lieutenant [John F.] Leatherwood was leading the way. After he was about ten steps past the German, he must have thought that he might still be alive, so he walked back and shot him through the head with his .45. I believe the rest of us would have been KIAs if the Germans had not pulled out and left.”49

By 6:15 p.m., after a great deal of fighting house-to-house to dig out the Germans, the 508th had cleaned out the town of Beek, capturing a significant number of prisoners. Company H, 508th, was reduced to little more than half strength after nearly two full days and nights of almost continuous fighting.

At dawn on September 21, Colonel Tucker attempted to get the British armor moving up to Arnhem. “I wanted to move out toward Arnhem, but was ordered to remain right where I was and a British Dorset regiment would escort the British tanks to Arnhem. Unfortunately, the British tried one road, were blocked by two 88s, [then] tried another road with the same results, whereas if they had sent elements up all roads at the same time, they probably could have broken through. That’s the way our people would have done it, particularly General Patton.”50

A short time afterward, Gavin found Tucker’s CP in the farmhouse at the junction of the railroad and the highway. “Tucker was livid. I had never seen him so angry. He had expected that when he seized his end of the bridge, the British armor would race on to Arnhem and link up with Urquhart. His first question to me was, ‘What the hell are they doing? We have been in this position for over twelve hours, and all they seem to be doing is brewing tea. Why in hell don’t they get to Arnhem?’ I did not have an answer for him.”51

Shortly after dawn on September 21, the 504th pushed their bridgehead outward from north of the Waal River bridges. The Germans counterattacked from the town of Oosterhout with a company of infantry supported by two Mark IV tanks and a half-track, hitting a sector held by Company C, 504th.

Private Ross Pippin watched the enemy force moving toward them. “There was only one thing that saved us. One of the paratroopers in our platoon, Private John Towle, had a bazooka. All the other bazookamen in our battalion were out of ammunition. He went after these tanks. He would fire at a tank, then slide down the bank to another position and fire at the other tank until he drove off the tanks.”52

Private Towle fired a bazooka round at nine Germans that had entered a nearby house and were setting up a machine gun, killing all nine. Towle then ran back and retrieved more rockets for his bazooka and then moved over 100 yards in front of his company’s positions. As he kneeled to fire on the half-track, he was killed by shrapnel when a mortar shell exploded close by him. The remaining German force withdrew a short time later. Private Towle had almost single-handedly stopped the counterattack and would later be awarded the Congressional Medal of Honor posthumously.
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The 82nd Airborne Division, short one of their four infantry regiments, had, in the same day, withstood counterattacks along their thinly held, very long perimeter, while making an assault river crossing against superior numbers of the enemy, and with the support of the British armor and infantry, captured the two bridges over the Waal River intact. The division’s great feat of arms on September 20, 1944, was a result of the fighting spirit and courage of its troopers. While the infantry bore the brunt of the fighting, those troopers would undoubtedly give much of the credit to the artillery, antitank, and engineer units, which contributed greatly to the success of the day. The 2nd Battalion, 505th, and the 3rd Battalion, 504th, were later awarded Presidential Unit Citations for their heroic capture of the two bridges.

Over the next two days, the British were not able to force a crossing over the Rhine and were forced to evacuate the remnants of the British 1st Airborne Division from the north side of the river. Of more than ten thousand officers and men that had jumped and landed by glider north of the Rhine, only about twenty-four hundred came back across the river. Operation Market Garden had failed, but not because of the fighting that the three airborne divisions and the Polish brigade had done.

Eyewitness accounts by General Browning, General Adair, and General Horrocks made their way to General Sir Miles Dempsey, commander of the British 2nd Army, who visited Gavin at the 82nd Airborne Division Champion Command Post on September 23. As Dempsey entered, Gavin saluted and Dempsey returned the salute and extended his hand saying, “I’m proud to meet the commanding general of the finest division in the world today.”53
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General Gavin conducts a briefing for his staff on the operational plan for the invasion. The map on the wall shows the drop zones and initial objectives for September 17, 1944. Standing, from left to right, are Lieutenant Colonel Walter F. Winton, G-2 (intelligence); Colonel Rueben H. Tucker, CO, 504th; Major Alfred W. Ireland, G-1 (personnel); Colonel Francis A. March, CO, Division Artillery; Major Albert G. Marin, G-4 (logistics); Brigadier General Gavin; Lieutenant Colonel Charles Billingslea, CO, 325th; and Lieutenant Colonel John Norton, G-3 (plans and operations). Seated are Colonel William E. Ekman, CO, 505th (left), and Colonel Robert H. Wienecke, the division chief of staff. US Army photograph, courtesy of the 82nd Airborne Division War Memorial Museum
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Aerial reconnaissance photograph looking west, showing the two bridges spanning the Waal River at Nijmegen. The highway bridge is closest, with the railroad bridge about a mile west down river. RAF photograph, courtesy of the Cornelius Ryan Collection, Alden Library, Ohio University
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A stick of 505th troopers boards a C-47 for Holland, September 17, 1944. Photograph by Dr. Daniel B. McIlvoy, courtesy of Mrs. Annie McIlvoy Zaya
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General Gavin’s stick waits to take off on September 17, 1944. Seated on the left is Lieutenant Colonel John Norton, the Division G-3 (plans and operations), and next to him is Lieutenant Hugo Olson, an aide to Gavin. US Army photograph, courtesy of the 82nd Airborne Division War Memorial Museum
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The 2nd Battalion, 505th, parachute onto DZ “T” because a navigation error put serial A-5 on a course to arrive on DZ “N” at the same time as the 3rd Battalion, 505th serial. Lieutenant Colonel Vandervoort and the pilot of the lead plane in the serial did some fast thinking and diverted the serial to DZ “T.” Photograph by William H. Jenks, courtesy of the 82nd Airborne Division War Memorial Museum
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The flooded coastal area of Holland is visible below as troop transport planes of the IX Troop Carrier Command, carrying the 1st Battalion, 504th, fly toward Drop Zone “O.” US Army Air Corps
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The 376th Parachute Field Artillery Battalion begins dropping about twenty minutes after the 1st Battalion, 505th, landed on DZ “N.” Photograph by Stanley Weinberg, courtesy of Mrs. Annie McIlvoy Zaya
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The Grave bridge over the Maas River looking northeasterly. US Army photograph, courtesy of the 82nd Airborne Division War Memorial Museum
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C-47s carrying the 508th to Drop Zone “T,” September 17, 1944. US Army photograph, courtesy of the 82nd Airborne Division War Memorial Museum
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Aerial view of the Heumen lock bridge, looking west. US Army photograph
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The critically important Heumen lock bridge was the only bridge across the Maas-Waal Canal captured totally intact on September 17, 1944. It would carry all British vehicular traffic until the bridge at Neerbosch (Bridge 10) was repaired by British engineers and put into service on September 23, 1944. US Army photograph, courtesy of the Cornelius Ryan Collection, Alden Library, Ohio University
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Lieutenant Stanley Weinberg’s Company B, 505th platoon shot-up this Opel staff car heading east from Mook near Plasmolen, killing a German lieutenant colonel and capturing the driver and a major. Photograph by Stanley Weinberg, courtesy of Ms. Ann Weinberg
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Troopers from Companies G, H, and Headquarters, 505th, move through Groesbeek, clearing the town while elated Dutch townspeople greet their liberators. Company I, 505th, set up roadblocks facing the Reichswald to defend against a possible German armored attack. The 2nd Battalion, 505th, assisted in clearing the northern portion of Groesbeek as it moved toward its objective, Hill 81.8 west of town. Courtesy of Jerome V. Huth
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The bodies of Private Walter Dikoon and Private First Class Ray Johnson, with Company A, 508th, lie in the Keizer Karel traffic circle on the morning of September 18, 1944, after being killed the previous night. Author’s collection
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Gliders land on LZ “N” on the afternoon of September 18, 1944. Photograph by Stanley Weinberg, courtesy of Ms. Ann Weinberg
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Gliders delivered most of the division’s artillery, including the 456th PFA Battalion, which set up to support the 505th. Courtesy of Jerome V. Huth
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Precious 57mm antitank guns of the 80th AA Battalion were delivered by glider. This crew waits in an ambush position behind a hedgerow, covering a road. US Army photograph
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British General Frederick A. M. “Boy” Browning meets General Gavin near Malden to discuss capturing the two Nijmegen bridges. Gavin felt that now that his paratroopers were supported by British armor, they could achieve that goal rapidly. US Army photograph, courtesy of the Cornelius Ryan Collection, Alden Library, Ohio University
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A Sherman tank from the Coldstream Guards moves down the main street in Mook, firing at all targets. The convent is visible in the background on the right side of the street. US Army photograph, courtesy of the 82nd Airborne Division War Memorial Museum
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Courageous 504th troopers, like this man, paid for the two bridges over the Lower Rhine (Waal) River with their blood. He did his duty for his country, but most of all for his comrades in the 82nd Airborne Division. US Army photograph, courtesy of the Cornelius Ryan Collection, Alden Library, Ohio University
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A dual-purpose 88mm gun positioned on the northeast side of the Keizer Lodewijkplein traffic circle. This deadly gun covered the converging streets, knocking out several British tanks before it was knocked out during the final assault on the traffic circle by Companies E and F, 505th, and armor of the British Guards Armored Division. US Army photograph, courtesy of the Cornelius Ryan Collection, Alden Library, Ohio University
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The town of Mook after the September 20, 1944, recapture by the 1st Battalion, 505th, and the tanks of the Coldstream Guards in vicious and bloody house-to-house street fighting. US Army photograph, courtesy of the Cornelius Ryan Collection, Alden Library, Ohio University
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Gliders unload troopers of the 325th Glider Infantry Regiment on LZ “O” while other gliders continue to land. Courtesy of Martin Litton, glider pilot with the 316th TCG
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An aerial photograph of the Kiekberg Woods by Number 541 Squadron of the RAF, September 19, 1944. RAF photograph, courtesy of the Cornelius Ryan Collection, Alden Library, Ohio University
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The 1st Battalion, 504th, less Company A, supported by a platoon of Battery C, 80th AA Battalion, moves through Rahier toward Cheneux, Belgium, and a bloody attack to wipe out the bridgehead across the Ambléve River held by Kampfgruppe Peiper’s 1st SS Panzer Grenadiers and Flak Battalion. US Army photograph, courtesy of the 82nd Airborne Division War Memorial Museum
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Troopers of the 325th Glider Infantry Regiment move south in thick fog to extend the line of the 82nd Airborne Division west from the Thier-du-Mont ridgeline to the Baraque-de-Fraiture crossroads, December 20–21, 1944. US Army photograph, courtesy of the 82nd Airborne Division War Memorial Museum
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Courageous crews of 57mm antitank guns helped to contain armor from elements of three SS panzer divisions. US Army photograph, courtesy of the 82nd Airborne Division War Memorial Museum
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A bazooka team with Company C, 325th, mans a roadblock near Bosson on December 23, 1944, as German armor threatened to turn the right flank and encircle the division. Very tough defense by the 325th delayed the 2nd SS Panzer Division until the fall of Parker’s crossroads on December 23. US Army photograph, courtesy of the 82nd Airborne Division War Memorial Museum
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Troopers happily eat doughnuts from ammo boxes. US Army photograph, courtesy of the 82nd Airborne Division War Memorial Museum
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Troopers of the 505th have a cold turkey dinner for Christmas. US Army photograph, courtesy of the 82nd Airborne Division War Memorial Museum
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Troopers with the 325th leave their overcoats piled beside the trail on January 2, 1945, in preparation for the counteroffensive the following morning. US Army photograph, courtesy of the 82nd Airborne Division War Memorial Museum
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Troopers cautiously approach the well-camouflaged earthen and log bunkers prepared by the Germans between December 25, 1944 and January 3, 1945. US Army photograph, courtesy of the 82nd Airborne Division War Memorial Museum
 
  


CHAPTER 9

“I’M SURE GLAD
YOU BASTARDS ARE HERE”1
 

After the failure of the British to break through across the Rhine at Arnhem, the situation in Holland settled into defensive static warfare. The next month and a half were marked by night patrol actions and sharp local attacks by both sides.

German infantry, supported by a flak-wagon and a tank, made another series of all-out attacks from the Reichswald toward Mook on September 21 and 22. The attacks were broken up by troopers of the 1st Battalion, 505th, and by heavy artillery support. The 456th PFA Battalion fired 566 rounds, reinforced by the 376th PFA Battalion and a battery of British artillery.

In front of the 508th’s main line of resistance, on Hill 75.9, which the paratroopers named “Devil’s Hill,” two platoons of Company A, 508th, led by Lieutenant Foley, and an attached platoon of Company G, 508th, were hit by another company-sized attack on September 21. By this time, they were running extremely low on ammunition and food. Corporal James Blue with Company A was sitting in a foxhole as dawn came, after a sleepless night of defending against German infiltration attacks. “At daybreak a BAR opens up full blast. Lieutenant Foley shouts, ‘Who in the hell is wasting that ammo?’

“Sergeant Joe Boone answers from a position on the east side, ‘If you think we’ve wasted ammo, come have a look!’ He had knocked off the lead element of an attack force. About an hour later the hill came under mortar fire. All during this day and night, Germans probed around the hill.”2

At 3:00 p.m. on September 21, 400 C-47s made a resupply drop west of the Maas-Waal Canal, which was poorly executed, in part due to overcast weather conditions. Supplies were dropped over a six-mile length and a two-mile width, of which only an estimated 60 percent was recovered, with the substantial help of the Dutch civilians.

The following day, the 504th was relieved north of the Waal River and moved across the river to division reserve, while the 2nd Battalion, 505th, was relieved and subsequently relieved the Coldstream Guards at the Heumen lock bridge on the Maas-Waal Canal. Company I, 508th, supported by a troop of four tanks from the Sherwood Rangers Yeomanry, moved north and attacked east toward Wercheren Lake and Erlekom to clear the flatlands on the southern side of the Waal River east of Nijmegen. The attack ran into two companies of Germans, dug in and backed up by antitank guns and artillery at the south end of the Wercheren Lake. They were forced to withdraw back to the high ground around Beek.

That night on Devil’s Hill, Lieutenant John Foley’s force was almost out of ammunition, having had no resupply since they made the attack to take the hill on September 19. Around 10:00 p.m., Foley asked for volunteers to try to make it through German lines, get as much ammunition as possible, and return to the hill. One of the men in Corporal Blue’s platoon wanted to volunteer, but he had one overriding concern. Blue discussed it with the young trooper. “Private First Class [Donald W.] Bonge told me he could make it to regiment through the Germans. His only sweat and fear is getting back on Devil’s Hill without being shot by our troops. I [assured that I would] stand guard and await his return. Our signal was when he approached the hill to call, ‘Blue.’ Bonge was briefed and he was on his way. Sometime before morning, I heard his voice, loud and clear, ‘Blue.’

“I answered, ‘Come on up, Bonge.’ Private First Class Bonge had contacted regiment and led an ammo-carrying detail back to Devil’s Hill. Bonge is one of the many heroes that are not on record for valor.”3

At 4:30 a.m. on September 23, the 3rd Battalion, 508th, moved north to the vicinity of Polder, making an attack to clear the flatlands south of the Waal River. Company G attacked on the right toward Thorensche Molen; in echelon to their left rear, Company H aimed for Hill 9.2 in the center; and in echelon to their left rear, Company I advanced toward Erlekom and the brick kilns located near the river. The assault began at 7:10 a.m., and Companies H and I reached their objectives against light resistance. As Private First Class Harry Roll, with Company H, 508th, looked in the distance, he could see the brick kilns. “Some British tanks pulled up and one of our officers told us to climb on and ride over to the dike. Fearing I’d be a sitting duck riding over, I elected to run over and I beat the tanks. As soon as we reached the top of the dike, the Germans opened fire from the kilns. This went on for a time. Looking back over the field we traversed, a lanky soldier came striding over. As he neared, we then noticed it was General Jim Gavin. The division commander; right on the frontline. We cautioned him to stay low, but he insisted we lay a few rounds to the kilns.”4

As Company G moved forward, T/5 Joseph M. Kissane was glad to have armor with them for the attack. “Three tanks from the Sherwood Rangers supported us. [We started] out with exhortations of ‘spread out,’ [because] most [of us were] huddled behind the tanks. For a spectator it must have been an impressive sight—the tanks spurting lead, tracers firing up the stacked corn stalks, [and] wild animals fleeing across the fields. A Dutch farmer and his wife walking along the approach to the dike, tried to appear unconcerned. At the dike, the tankers machine gunned the dug-in Germans, burying them in their holes. On the point, [Private First Class Warren C.] Jeffers was busy shooting and bayoneting. A grenade was dropped into a hole. The German jumped out seemingly in good shape. The enemy put the old men out front and counterattacked with paratroopers. We, in turn, received so much fire that the attack stalled.”5

Company G was forced back six hundred yards by the German counterattack. That afternoon, Company G made another attack and reached Thorensche Molen, only to be ordered to pull back to the Wercheren Lake area shortly before nightfall.

By the late morning of September 23, the cloud cover over southeastern England lifted enough to allow the 325th Glider Infantry Regiment; Batteries C, D, E, F, and Headquarters, 80th Airborne Antiaircraft (Antitank) Battalion; the Division Reconnaissance Platoon; the Division Military Police Platoon; and Headquarters Company, 307th Airborne Engineer Battalion to be brought in by glider from England.

These men had been sealed in at the airfields for the previous six days and nights of mostly foggy, rainy, cold weather. It had been a dismal wait for men like Private First Class Frank A. Plebanek, with Company E, 325th. “We had been staying on the airport grounds, sleeping on folding cots, with no weather protection. When the weather turned bad, we had no way to get out of it and no place to go, to keep dry. It was miserable sleeping on a wet cot, as they were soaked during the heavy downpour, while we were waiting by the gliders. We had to break out our raincoats and throw them over us and the cots, while we were sleeping. While we were waiting to leave, we were given three hot meals a day.”6

The sky train consisted of 406 Waco gliders flying in nine serials to land at LZ “O” near Over Asselt, where the 504th had jumped on September 17. As in the previous missions, the glider train was protected by Allied fighters, which flew above and on both flanks.

When Staff Sergeant Bernard P. Wenneman, with Battery D, 80th AA Battalion, was talking to the glider pilot who would be flying him into Holland, the pilot told him he would teach Wenneman how to land the glider in case he was injured. “When we boarded, the pilot’s chair had a sandbag and flak suit on it, and he wore a flak vest. I looked at him and thought, ‘If he was injured, we were almost naked.’”7
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Private First Class Plebanek boarded his glider, anxious for takeoff. “As we sat there in the glider waiting to take off, I noticed how the planes and gliders were arranged on the landing strip. The planes (C-47s) had their landing gear on the dirt, on the right and left side of the strip. The wing extended out over the concrete, while the one-inch nylon towropes were placed on the dirt with the three hundred feet of it formed like a snake, going back and forth so that no part of the rope was lying across another part. The glider sat on the concrete, with the towrope attached. The left wing of the glider was immediately behind the right wing of the plane. The planes and gliders were arranged as such on both sides of the runway, for the full length of it.”8

At 12:10 p.m., the first tow planes pulling their gliders began lifting off. It took almost an hour for the gliders to assemble and begin flying toward Holland. The gliders carried 3,385 troops, 104 jeeps, 59 loaded trailers, and 25 57mm antitank guns.

In the leading serial was Private First Class James H. Newcomer, with Company G, 325th, a new replacement who had just qualified for glider pay with only three flights and landings. “The takeoff was normal, and we were soon over the North Sea. The noise inside the cloth covered CG-4A glider was deafening. As the C-47 airplane with glider in tow neared enemy territory, the air became heavily laden with bursts of flak. There weren’t many windows in the glider—small round ones—but I could look out a window on the opposite side and see the glider, which was being towed on our port side. In an instant it blew apart; apparently an antiaircraft shell had made a direct hit. It made me realize that the same thing could happen to the glider I was in. However, after a short while we were out of range of the enemy’s shore defenses.”9

The first serial suffered three tow planes shot down, several gliders shot down or shot loose from their tow plane, and some twenty-one gliders landing far to the south between Veghel and Grave, due to two of the leading gliders cutting loose, causing others in the serial to be released early. All twenty-one gliders landed either within Allied-controlled territory near the highway or within a distance that allowed for their rescue by friendly forces, with some assistance from the Dutch.

Lieutenant William R. Ausenbaum, with Company B, 325th, was the copilot in his glider in the second serial. “The battalion commander, Lieutenant Colonel [Teddy] Sanford, sat in the seat just behind the pilot. Colonel Sanford looked at me and his eyes seemed to say, ‘I hope to hell you know what you are doing.’ I gave him a ‘thumbs up.’ The pilot gave me flying lessons on the three hour or so trip across the Channel, Belgium, and on into Holland. We experienced heavy antiaircraft and ground fire over the area near Eindhoven, Holland. Several C-47s were shot down and their gliders were forced to land.”10

One of the troopers riding in the third serial was Private First Class Andrew A. Devorak, a veteran who had been with Company F, 325th, since before it left the United States. As Devorak looked through the cockpit windshield he saw the plane towing his glider get hit by flak. “Our tow plane was shot down fifteen miles short of the landing zone. The glider landed safely in a large field. We worked our way to the landing zone and joined the company.”11

Another veteran in the next serial, Corporal Raymond T. Burchell, with Company C, 325th, noticed that fire from German automatic weapons really increased as they flew over the 101st Airborne’s sector, which was being contested around Veghel. “You could watch tracer bullets coming up at you.

“I had a new recruit next to me, and he said, ‘Listen—hail.’

“I said, ‘Hail, your ass! Those are bullets.’ He turned whiter than a ghost.”12

The glider in which Sergeant Aaron Gelber, with Company F, 401st, was flying was low enough that he could see the Germans clearly. “I looked down and saw a large group of German troops below running around, shooting at us. We were able to see the bastards laughing and pointing while they were shooting. Looking ahead, I was able to see two tow planes going down flying at four hundred to five hundred feet.”13

As the huge armada of tow planes and gliders flew over Landing Zone “O,” they saw the northwestern part of the landing zone marked with smoke and panels by the 325th Pathfinders that had jumped on September 17. The gliders cut loose from their tow planes and began maneuvering for their landings. Three hundred forty-eight gliders had made it as far as Grave. As his glider that was in the eighth serial approached the landing zone, Private First Class Joseph J. Oberkrieser, with Battery F, 80th AA Battalion, could see gliders that had already been cut loose seemingly filling the sky below. “Then it was our time to separate from the tug. The pilot shouted, ‘Here we go!’ and hit the towrope release with his closed fist. The rope fell away from us and the glider nosed upward briefly and then started down for a landing. Gliders were landing from all directions. Our pilot, like all the rest of them, was trying to get us and him in safely. He had to be watching in every direction, not only to avoid hitting another glider trying to land, but also to find a flat, unobstructed landing site. Once the glider is let loose, it is committed to landing whether the terrain is ideal or not. There are no engines, therefore no second chances. As we came in, a heavy wire fence with thick posts like short telephone poles suddenly appeared in our way and we smashed through it. Our wheels came off, so we slid in on our skids and there was some damage to the wings and tail section. The field was broad and clear otherwise, no posts sticking up, but it had been plowed and was full of furrows. I was holding my rifle across my legs and the bouncing of the glider across the rough terrain caused me to continually rap my knees with it. To my surprise, the machine remained essentially intact and nothing inside, including us had been damaged.”14

The glider in which Private First Class Raymond E. Fary, with Battery C, 80th AA Battalion, was riding was heavily loaded. “We had a hard landing due to the weight; we had seven men and a quarter-ton trailer of 57mm antitank ammo. The landing gear collapsed and the wing snapped, but we had no casualties.”15

Of the 348 gliders that made it to the area of the landing zone, approximately 210 gliders landed on LZ “O,” while another 100 or so landed south of the Maas River near Grave. Most of the remainder landed within a half mile of the landing zone. The landings were made without any enemy fire on the landing zone. There were surprisingly few casualties—only about ten weren’t available for duty. Virtually all of the jeeps, trailers, and guns arrived in good shape. However, only 75 percent of the 325th was able to assemble, because of the gliders that had landed to the south along the corridor, near Eindhoven and Veghel. The 325th was now under the command of paratrooper Colonel Charles Billingslea, the former executive officer of the 504th. Billingslea had replaced Colonel Harry L. Lewis when he was sent to the United States for cancer surgery. After assembling, the regiment moved to the woods west of Groesbeek to organize and prepare to take over a sector of the frontline.

Before sunrise on September 24, the 325th relieved the 505th east and south of Groesbeek, while that night the 504th took over the 508th sector east of Nijmegen. When Lieutenant Edgar L. Cook, with Company E, 325th, approached one of the 1st Battalion, 505th officers to coordinate the relief, the officer said to Cook, “I’m sure glad you bastards are here.”16

The troopers on Devil’s Hill under the command of Lieutenant John P. Foley came off the hill after being isolated since the 19th, having held off four company-sized attacks by German paratroopers during that time.

The 505th was given the assignment of guarding the two Nijmegen bridges against demolition by the enemy from September 24–29. Of particular concern was infiltration by German forces on land or, with the use of frogmen, using the river to approach the bridges. Both bridges were under sporadic artillery fire and bombing sorties.

The 1st Battalion, 325th, moved Company A into position defending the Heumen lock bridge over the Maas-Waal Canal and Company C took the sector south of Mook. The 2nd Battalion, 325th, moved into positions in the center at Riethorst and on the high ground overlooking the Kiekberg Woods, while the 2nd Battalion, 401st, held the ground from Knapheide to Horst to Heikant, facing east toward the Reichswald. Most of the time during the next few days was spent getting the men acclimated, with extensive patrols and improvement of dug-in positions.

Company F, 325th, was dug in on the eastern half of a hill that faced the Kiekberg Woods, a heavily forested hill and surrounding ground that was occupied by the Germans. Company E, 325th, was dug in on the western half of the hill, overlooking the village of Riethorst and the road to Mook, with the Kiekberg Woods to their front. At 6:00 a.m. on September 25, Private First Class Frank A. Plebanek, a member of a mortar squad with Company E, 325th, was asleep in his foxhole near a farmhouse that sat at the top of the hill, behind the main line of resistance. “I was awakened by the sound of very heavy rifle and machine pistol firing right outside my foxhole. The Germans had broken through our lines and were spraying our holes with machine pistol fire. The door and tree over my foxhole were hiding it from their view. I knew they would fire at the door if they saw it move. I stayed behind the door until the firing quieted down and I could no longer hear anyone stirring about outside.

“I slid the door aside and looked around. The area behind the house was a shambles. Equipment was shot up, along with three or four men, lying about the area. There were two men lying in their slit trenches that were killed before they were able to get out, when the shooting started. I looked around the entire area and didn’t see anyone alive, either our troops or Germans. The area looked deserted, so I came out of the hole, ran to the farmhouse and stood to the left side of the fireplace.

“The fireplace protruded from the rear of the house about three feet. I stood there a good five minutes or more, looking over the situation and tried to decide what to do, when I heard some noises and talking coming from around the corner.

“I looked left around the corner of the fireplace, and at the corner of the house I saw a German with a flame thrower in his hands. He saw me looking around the fireplace and immediately fired the weapon at me. I drew my head back as I saw flames coming toward me. I quickly spun to my right and ran around the corner of the house as the ball of flame shot by me. I wasn’t going to give that German a second shot with the flame thrower. I withdrew about fifty yards as I ran on the road going down the hill and jumped into a vacant foxhole.”17

The predawn German assault had surprised the 2nd Platoon of Company E, and the enemy’s use of a flamethrower had temporarily created panic among them. Company E lost twenty men, with the survivors retreating in disorder about one hundred yards to the rear to a position held by a platoon of Company B, 505th. There, they rallied and held, repulsing the Germans pursuing them. The Germans then withdrew to the positions formerly held by Company E, 325th. At 6:00 p.m., the Germans attacked again, this time supported by a flak-wagon. Lieutenant David A. Wearley led a counterattack by the 2nd Platoon of Company E and, using a bazooka borrowed from Company F, 325th, he fired four rounds at the flamethrower and the flak-wagon, knocking out the flamethrower and causing the flak-wagon to withdraw.

On September 26, General Gavin ordered an attack to commence the following morning to clear the Kiekberg Woods, to be preceded by a massive but short artillery barrage. Because Company E was holding the important high ground overlooking the Gennep-Nijmegen road, they would not be available for the assault. Company B, 325th, was attached to the 2nd Battalion and placed in reserve.

At 5:15 a.m. on September 27, two platoons of Company F, 325th, moved forward on the right flank of Company G, 325th, across open fields for about two hundred yards toward the woods in a tight skirmish-line formation. Company B, 325th, advanced on the left flank to close the gap between the 2nd Battalion, 325th, and 2nd Battalion, 401st. At 5:37 a.m., the 319th GFA Battalion, the 320th GFA Battalion, and British XXX Corps artillery fired a seven-minute concentration. As the artillery impacted in the woods, forcing the Germans to keep their heads down, the assault force moved another two hundred yards to within fifty yards of the woods when the barrage lifted. One MG-42 opened up from each flank as the skirmish line advanced the last two hundred yards toward the woods, but their fire was high, passing over the heads of the advancing troopers. Fifty-caliber machine guns attached to the assault force opened up and knocked out the two MG-42s as the advance continued.

As the assault force entered the woods, they found the undergrowth to be very thick, limiting visibility to about twenty feet. Contact was quickly lost between squads and platoons. The rainy conditions since the 325th arrived had corroded and fouled many weapons, which jammed when the troopers tried to open fire. Stopping to clear these jams resulted in even more disruption and loss of contact between adjacent units. The main bodies of the companies advanced only sixty or seventy yards into the woods, while individuals and small groups advanced as far as three hundred yards. The company commanders attempted to get their men reassembled and organized.

The Germans had fortified the woods with over thirty machine guns strategically positioned, supported by lots of infantry to cover the gaps. The positions were well camouflaged in the thick undergrowth. The Germans would wait until the attackers came to within a few yards of their hidden positions and then open fire from the front and flanks. The attacking troopers succeeded in knocking out at least eight of the machine-gun nests, but at a high cost.

The 2nd Battalion commander, Major Charles W. “Tad” Major, Jr., ordered both companies to withdraw to the northern edge of the woods and dig in. The attack had cost sixty casualties. As they withdrew in the confusion of the woods, the two platoons of Company F ended up to the rear of Company G, which moved back through the Company F sector. Things were straightened out and the Company F platoons were moved to the left flank of Company G.

In the 504th sector, the MLR faced a wooded area known as Den Heuvel, near the German border, northeast of Groesbeek. Neither side controlled the woods, as ownership changed hands as each side would attack and counterattack. Company H, 504th, had a couple of outposts in houses south of Den Heuvel, that they would occupy at night. Two brothers served in Company H, Sergeants Daun and Bill Rice, who were both fearless combat veterans. Sergeant Daun Rice was on outpost duty in one of the houses in Den Heuvel, while his brother was on a patrol to snatch prisoners on the night of September 26. At 1:30 a.m., a German patrol was able to get close enough to toss a hand grenade through the window of the house that Rice and Corporal John A. Beyer were occupying. The grenade landed between Rice and the wall and exploded, killing Rice.

Word quickly spread of the death of Sergeant Daun Rice. Sergeant Albert Tarbell was at the company CP when he got the word. “Captain Kappel and I went to see Sergeant Rice after he was dead and Kappel was very overcome [at] that time. He was like a father to all of us. He felt badly if anyone got hurt and he cried when he saw Rice.”18

Meanwhile, Lieutenant Virgil “Hoagie” Carmichael, the 3rd Battalion S-2, was waiting for the patrol to return with a prisoner or prisoners for interrogation. “At 5:30 in the morning, the Company H patrol returned to our lines and reported that they had captured a German captain as he stepped outside the house which he occupied to answer the call of nature. They took him quietly and in the dark carried him back to our lines without his comrades ever knowing what happened.

“I arrived on the scene just after the patrol had returned with the German captain, and the H Company men and officers had learned that this very captain had sent out the patrol from his company that killed our sergeant. Our men had a part of a nylon camouflage parachute around the captain’s neck and they were twisting it as tightly as they could, slapping him on the face and beating him. I believe if it had not been for my intervention, that they would have beat the poor man to death right there. I prevailed upon them to turn him over to me, since he was a valuable prisoner and we might in that way avoid patrols for a day or two.”19

At 11:45 a.m. on the 26th, a platoon from Company I, 504th, led by Lieutenant Bernard Karnap was sent in to clear the Den Heuvel woods. Karnap had been an original member and a platoon sergeant with Company A, 504th, and had received a battlefield commission for his outstanding leadership and bravery in combat. Karnap was called “Junior” and “Babyface” by the troopers in Company I because of his boyish features. But “Babyface” was also meant as a reference to Babyface Nelson, the notorious gangster of the 1930s who loved to kill. Karnap was known to relish killing Germans at every opportunity, regardless of the risks. He and his men, together with Company G, 504th, and four British tanks, which were under attack in the woods, wiped out approximately one hundred Germans in vicious fighting. A little before 2:00 p.m., the Germans counterattacked with a battalion and by 7:30 p.m., Karnap’s platoon and Company G repulsed it with the help of the 376th PFA Battalion and four British tanks. At 11:00 a.m. on September 27, Company G was pulled out and the remainder of Company I moved into Den Heuvel.

Near the Kiekberg Woods on September 27, a reconnaissance patrol consisting of two squads from Company G, 325th, was sent into the woods at 2:00 p.m. After penetrating the woods about one hundred and fifty yards, they encountered 20mm and small-arms fire. The patrol returned and reported in. The Germans moved the 20mm antiaircraft guns forward and opened fire on Company G positions, forcing one platoon to move back to the reverse slope of a small hill, creating a gap in the line.

At about 3:15 p.m., the Germans launched a platoon-sized counterattack to exploit the gap. Company G called in the devastating power of the 320th GFA Battalion’s 105mm guns on the German infantry, breaking up the attack.

Near the town of Erlekom just south of the Waal River east of Nijmegen, Private First Class Raymond E. Fary was taking his turn on guard duty before dawn on September 28. Fary’s unit was providing antitank protection for the 2nd Battalion, 504th. “The 1st Platoon of Battery C, 1st Gun Section had two 57mm guns, one on each side of Kerkdyk, the 2nd Gun Section with two guns near the brickyard. As dawn broke, a German 88 was fired into our immediate area. I jumped into my foxhole as a steady shelling continued, mostly by mortars, for about thirty minutes. Later, a trooper ran to my foxhole and said, ‘There’s a German tank coming out of the wood line from the right flank.’

“I saw this tank on the dike moving slowly. I ran to get help from the two nearest foxholes, Corporal [Roland] Boteler and [Private First Class] Robert Atkinson. We ran to our 57mm antitank gun, removed all the camouflage and sandbags, and turned the gun ninety degrees to get it in the direction of the tank. I then threw an armor-piercing shell into the chamber and Boteler fired. The projectile hit the drive sprocket wheel. The tank stopped dead, the gears were jammed. The infantry behind the tank began to retreat when the tank was hit.

“From the time the three of us ran to our gun and stopped the tank, a German machine gunner on the tank was firing along each side of the dike. Why he did not fire in our direction I don’t know. Possibly, he spotted our number two gun on the right side of the dike and kept them pinned down.”20

In the Den Heuvel woods, Company I, 504th, was attacked at 5:45 a.m., following a forty-five-minute German artillery barrage, by an estimated battalion supported by three tanks. The tanks overran the Company I positions, but no one left their holes. Captain Burriss radioed Major Cook with the situation. Cook ordered Burriss to try to withdraw to the main line of resistance. At 8:00 a.m., Burriss and his men withdrew under extreme pressure. When the company reached the main line of resistance, it moved to the rear and reorganized. The company had twenty-six men unaccounted for.

A second attack was ordered to seize the Kiekberg Woods, to be launched on the morning of September 30. This time, two battalions would make the assault—the 2nd Battalion, 325th, and the 2nd Battalion, 401st. The 2nd Battalion, 325th, would attack from the northwest of the woods, with Company G attacking through the woods in a southeasterly direction and Company F following within visual distance. Company F would set up defensive positions in the woods and reinforce the Company G attack. Company E would take over the Company G positions northwest of the woods. The 2nd Battalion, 401st, would attack from northeast of the woods and drive southwesterly through the woods. Company G would attack on the right and Company F would advance on the left. A rolling barrage would precede the attack elements through the woods.

By September 29, the 505th had been relieved from guarding the Nijmegen bridges and moved to division reserve south of Groesbeek. That evening, Company A, 325th, relieved the depleted Company E, 325th, on the hill overlooking the Gennep-Nijmegen road, and the 3rd Battalion, 505th, relieved the 2nd Battalion, 401st. The 508th (less the 3rd Battalion) relieved the 3rd Battalion, 504th, in their sector around Den Heuvel.

That night the 2nd Battalion, 508th, sent two combat patrols into Den Heuvel to clear it. The patrol moving into the southern portion met some resistance but reached its objective. The other patrol fought its way into the woods a couple of hundred yards. They were hit with fire from at least eight machine guns and a 20mm flak-wagon. The patrol advanced by engaging the Germans in their holes, one hole at a time. The patrol would wipe out the occupants of one hole, then assault the next. The patrol returned with four prisoners.
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At 5:30 a.m. on the morning of September 29, both of the Nijmegen bridges were damaged by explosive charges detonated by German frogmen, who had used rubber boats to float down the Waal River. The 505th had turned the security for the bridges over to British units the previous afternoon. The center span of the railroad bridge was dropped into the Waal River and a hole was blown in part of the road surface of the highway bridge, but it remained usable and was repaired.

At 7:53 a.m. on September 30, a seven-minute artillery barrage fell on the Kiekberg Woods as the 325th assault force moved into position. Artillery fire, possibly short rounds from the barrage and German artillery, fell on Company G as they advanced to their line of departure, causing some casualties. Artillery also hit the command post of the 2nd Battalion, 325th, wounding Major Charles Major, the battalion commander, and Captain Dave Stokely, the executive officer. Colonel Billingslea ordered the executive officer of the 2nd Battalion, 401st, Captain Samuel L. Ogden, to take command of the 2nd Battalion, 325th, while the attack was carried out.

Nevertheless, the attack jumped off at 8:00 a.m. as planned. As Private First Class James Newcomer, with Company G, 325th, moved into the woods with his company, he was surprised that the Germans didn’t oppose the attack near the edge of the woods as before. “Three-quarters of the way up the hill the enemy was dug in and camouflaged so perfectly as to be nearly invisible. My unit was on the right flank, and we advanced up the slope of the hill until we were within twenty feet of their foxholes. We couldn’t see them unless a black helmet came out of the ground for a couple of seconds. The mortar fire was particularly devastating, since many of the rounds exploded in the trees, showering shrapnel over a wide area. I got a piece of shrapnel in my left knee and was just biding my time until I could get back to the first aid station.”21

Meanwhile, the Germans launched a two-platoon counterattack to the northwest, where it hit the left flank of Company G, 325th. The company commander, Lieutenant George Cockle, requested and received permission from Captain Ogden to withdraw the company one hundred yards to the rear.

As the 2nd Battalion, 401st attack moved forward into the thick woods, Companies F and G lost contact in the dense undergrowth. Major Osmond Leahy, the commander of the 2nd Battalion, 401st, went forward with his command group to find Company F.

As Sergeant Marvin Watts and his Company G, 401st squad advanced through the jungle-like forest, Watts tried to make contact with the squad on his left. However, Germans were in the gap and about fifteen of them came forward with their hands up. Lieutenant Clarence H. Knutson, the platoon leader, ordered a cease-fire. Suddenly, Germans rose up out of their holes in front and on the flanks with weapons in their hands. Incredibly, no one from either side opened fire. Two German sergeants came forward and demanded the surrender of Knutson and his men. Knutson refused and demanded theirs. As this confrontation was occurring, more German troops that were counterattacking happened upon the scene and also were taken by surprise, joining the standoff. The two German sergeants demanded to speak with Knutson’s commanding officer. Knutson had them blindfolded and taken to the battalion command post.

As Major Leahy was moving up a trail to find Company F, he found this strange, almost surreal scene. Soldiers from both sides were standing around ten to twenty feet apart with guns, but not firing. About the same time, a lieutenant from the German unit, an SS battalion, arrived at the location. Leahy demanded through his operations sergeant that the German lieutenant send for his battalion commander. As they waited, Leahy was told that the German unit was an SS battalion that had just arrived from the eastern front and was attacking to take the high ground south of Nijmegen overlooking the Maas-Waal Canal. Subsequently, an impeccably dressed, English-speaking SS major arrived, and Leahy started talking to him about separating their forces. Both bluffed and told the other he was surrounded and should surrender.

Unexpectedly, firing broke out to Leahy’s left, and the German major asked Leahy to stop the firing. Leahy offered him safe passage through his lines if they would lay down their weapons. The German refused. Finally, they agreed upon a cease-fire from 11:30 a.m. to 12:30 p.m. Leahy withdrew his forces about three hundred yards and set up a defensive line in the woods.

That same day, Jim Megellas, with Company H, 504th, was told to report to Colonel Tucker. “Our intelligence had been receiving reports that the division would be attacked on this evening by three divisions of German infantry and two of armor. From all reports we understood the Germans intended to wipe out our position and all our forces. This was boastfully decreed over a German radio broadcast stating that the 82nd Airborne Division would be wiped out. The entire division was alerted for an attack. We were told to stay in our foxholes and let the German armor pass by us, and then we should engage the accompanying infantry.”22

Tucker told Megellas that he needed to bring back some prisoners for interrogation. That night, shortly after dark, Megellas led his depleted platoon toward the German lines. “In attempting to get behind enemy lines to secure prisoners, we had to cross the Wyler-Meer, which was between our established positions. Since we did not know the depth of this lagoon, we planned to cross at an appropriate footbridge.

“The Germans had accordion wire (barbed wire) stretched across the bridge. I assumed that the bridge or the approaches would also be mined. I therefore ordered my patrol to take cover while I crawled forward, feeling with my fingers for trip wires or evidence of mines. I reached the barbed wire without finding any mines, and then decided to cross over and reconnoiter the other side. In doing so I got tangled up in the barbed wire and ripped my trousers. I was so disgusted with myself that I used profane language. The noise I created caused a couple of Germans to pop their heads out of the foxhole. I immediately realized the enemy was entrenched on the other side of the bridge. I freed myself quickly from the barbed wire and hit the ground. I crawled forward towards the foxholes and called for the enemy to come out with their hands up. Failing to do so, I rolled grenades into the foxholes, which were occupied by enemy soldiers. I killed four of the enemy and captured two others single-handedly.

“I do not know why the Germans did not fire upon me when I was hung up on the barbed wire, nor why they remained in the foxholes while I was rolling grenades in on them. Apparently, they were waiting to be relieved by another patrol and I caught them by surprise.”23 Megellas personally wiped out a ten-man German observation post, and he and his men captured four prisoners. He dispatched two troopers to take them back for interrogation. Megellas then led his platoon deeper into enemy territory and attacked the enemy main line of resistance, killing a number of Germans at an embankment, before retreating with two more prisoners. The Germans used flares to illuminate the area, looking for Megellas’ combat patrol, but they made it safely back to the 504th lines. For his daring leadership and bravery, Lieutenant Megellas would later be awarded the Distinguished Service Cross.

Just after midnight on the morning of October 1, the German battalion in the Kiekberg Woods launched an attack. The German infantry infiltrated into close proximity to the 325th and 401st line, then combined a concentrated, fifteen-minute barrage with grazing fire from their assault troops. Then, about a company of SS troops assaulted Company G, 401st; Company F, 401st; and Company F, 325th, getting to within hand-grenade range. Private Chester Walker was a medic with Company G, 401st. “I believe it was the heaviest counterattack we encountered in Holland. There was a lot of wounded. I had my hands full.”24

The assault lasted about forty-five minutes and was broken up largely due to some great work by the mortars of all three companies. The Germans attacked again at 4:30 a.m., and were beaten back again.

After a day-long barrage on the 2nd Battalion, 508th sector at Voxhil and Kamp, another German battalion supported by tanks and assault guns hit Companies D and E, 508th, at five minutes past midnight on October 1. Private Norbert Studelska, with Company D, waited in his carefully constructed foxhole near a Dutch farmhouse as waves of German infantry came on. “All hell seemed to engulf us. A combination of artillery bursts, Kraut flares, machine gun tracers, [and] our own and enemy mortar shelling created a nightmare of insane fireworks. Forms of the enemy to our front were clearly visible during the many flare and shell bursts. Squads of determined enemy seemed to swarm the field like spectators coming to a sporting event. The price of admission would be their lives. One of their targets in our immediate area was the relentless machine gun posted to the right of the house. From my vantage point, I could see the enemy alternately running and hitting the ground. Some were so close that it was impossible to miss our shots. Some were tossing potato mashers, some had rifles, and some were firing burp guns.

“For a moment, I felt guilty because I thought I hit a medic attending to a downed comrade. Although I had a full belt of M1 ammunition, plus an extra bandoleer, I recall fearing the consequences of what would happen if we ran out of ammo. With the intensity of the attack, that seemed within the realm of reason. The prospects of our position being overrun seemed imminent. I recall the thumping sounds of our mortar blasting at unknown targets that happened to be in its field of fire.

“Well into the action, Lieutenant Sickler called out to tell two of us to join him behind the farmhouse, because the Krauts broke through and were now behind us. I reluctantly left the safety of my deluxe foxhole to join Lieutenant Sickler and another trooper by the name of [Edwin] Perkins, a member of our mortar squad. About that time, tanks were clunking up the road to our left. I remember Frank Haddy excitedly heading in the direction of the tanks with a bazooka. A little later, we were treated to another display of spectacular fireworks from the turret of the lead [Mark V Panther] tank. Frank Haddy and Luis Arellano scored with the bazooka.

“Lieutenant Sickler, Perkins, and I were on the ground observing the Kraut forms to our rear. A grouping of three or four were huddled less than fifty yards from us. I had one grenade left and suggested that I let them have it, but Lieutenant Sickler told us to let them get closer.

“In the midst of the confusion of being surrounded, a lone form staggered toward us calling out the names of troopers in our platoon. He fell about twenty yards from Lieutenant Sickler’s position. We dashed out to help him. It was George Thorne, our platoon runner, who made it from the company CP, several hundred yards through the enemy, which had broken through. The ordeal cost him a bullet hole through the stomach. His message from the company commander was, ‘Hold at all costs.’ George had done his duty. We carried him to the basement of the farmhouse, where he was cared for by our medic. Since we were surrounded, there was little else to do but continue to hold out.”25

Private First Class Dwayne Burns, with Company F, 508th, was at the CP when the German assault hit. “Major [Otho] Holmes and his runner showed up at F Company headquarters. They said that E Company had been hit by a German battalion and been forced to withdraw five hundred yards. As we talked a mortar round almost landed on top of us, just a swish and boom! Before we were halfway to the ground, dirt and bushes flew in all directions. My left arm and leg felt numb. I thought, ‘Oh, Lord, I’m hit.’ But I crawled back to my feet and started feeling around. I still was in one piece and no holes in my body. Captain Martin and Major Holmes both were okay, but their runners were hit in the back and had to be evacuated.

“It was after midnight and F Company was ordered to counterattack and restore the line. The word was passed down to get ready to move out. We hated to leave our nice safe foxholes. Attacking in the daylight was bad enough, but at night it really can get nasty. It didn’t take long to find the Germans. The trooper next to me went down and I called, ‘Medic!’ I went to see if I can help, but no one would be able to help him. He had been hit in the left side of his face with more than one round. He had died instantly.

“I jumped up, running on as I slipped a new clip in my M1. In the dark I could see muzzle blast through the foliage. It reminded me of fireflies on a summer night. We ran toward the trees firing from the hip, not even knowing if we are doing any good. Smoke was hanging close to the ground. The smell of gunpowder and death all mixed together made it hard to get my breath. Or maybe, it was the taste of fear in the back of my throat.

“The firing became sporadic as the Germans withdrew. It became quiet. We stopped to lick our wounds and count our dead. They said it was a brilliant attack; that’s because we were still alive. They should have asked the twelve troopers who were killed and the thirty-six who were wounded what they thought about it. But then, dead troopers don’t get a vote.

“The German dead numbered about fifty, with about twenty-eight prisoners, one tank, and some armored cars.”26

In the Company D sector, Private Studelska was exhausted after an intense, two-hour firefight. “The Kraut attack waned to a few intermittent shots. The Krauts to our rear seemed to disappear into the night. Lieutenant Sickler told Perkins and me to go back to our holes while he checked out the rest of the platoon.”27

Studelska had been in his foxhole just a short time when the Germans unleashed an artillery barrage. “The barrage that followed the failed attack was one of the most terrifying that I experienced in Holland or the Bulge. The earth literally trembled and the sound of the incoming artillery and Screaming Meemies humbled all on the receiving end. The pounding lasted for an eternity and every shell sounded as if would hit my hole. An absurdity of battle would be to live through an all-out attack and then die from a force which the soldier has no defense, other than [to] lie in a hole and sweat it out. To me the barrage was the most frightening part of my entire night. My rosary was well used that night.”28

On the afternoon of October 1, the 2nd Battalion, 401st, was relieved by the 505th and moved to a position for an attack in conjunction with the 1st Battalion, 325th, to clear the plains south of Mook and capture the high ground at Middelaar. British engineers planned to build two Bailey bridges across the Maas River opposite of Mook, so two British corps could be brought forward in the corridor. Therefore, the area southeast of Mook would have to be cleared to prevent the engineers from being subjected to observed fire from across the river. The attack was scheduled for 5:30 a.m., the following morning. The 2nd Battalion, 401st, would attack on the right, guiding on the Maas River and the 1st Battalion, 325th, would attack on their left.

At midnight on October 1–2, heavy artillery, 88mm fire, and Nebelwerfers (“Screaming Meemies”) began blasting the sector east of Groesbeek held by the 3rd Battalion, 505th. At 1:30 a.m., enemy tanks and parachute infantry surged toward the roadblocks on the left flank of the sector at Kamp and the center east of Groesbeek. Waiting on them were the veterans of four combat jumps. One of them, Sergeant Norbert Beach, with Company H, 505th, got the word from the one of the outposts that the Germans were approaching. “We had six [.30-caliber] machine guns, plus a .50-caliber machine gun in our company. We knew the Germans were coming, let them get within one hundred or so yards, fired flares to light up the area, and opened up with everything we had.”29
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The 456th fired over fifty missions, targeting artillery, Nebelwerfers, tanks, and infantry, while the 3rd Battalion committed its reserve and counterattacked the Germans at the Kamp roadblock. Colonel Ekman personally led this counterattack, which resulted in the capture of forty-one enemy paratroopers, who had taken shelter in houses and cellars. By dawn, Ekman’s troopers had broken the back of the German assault.

The sunlight revealed bodies of German paratroopers strewn in front of Sergeant Beach’s position. “The German medics raised the white flag and wanted permission to pick up their dead and wounded. This was granted.”30

The assault by the two battalions of the 325th jumped off as scheduled in the midst of a heavy ground fog. Company C, 325th, attacked on the left flank, with Company B, 325th, on their right. Private First Class Richard D. Weese, with Company B, was glad that they had the dense fog to shroud their advance. “We moved out and advanced for some time, and like magic, the fog was gone and we were out in the open. We started to receive small arms, mortar, and some artillery fire. They had tunnels from the farmhouses to the haystacks. We took seven Germans prisoner in one farmhouse. Lieutenant [Willis A.] Utecht was killed at this location and Staff Sergeant [Abraham L.] Atkins, both brave men. The lieutenant was shot next to me, and the bullet that killed him passed between his pistol ammo pouches on his cartridge belt. Trying to help him, I searched his body, looking for the wound.

“The lieutenant kept saying, ‘My legs, my legs.’ He was hit and died in five minutes. No blood at all, as he bled internally.”31

Corporal Raymond Burchell was an assistant squad leader with Company C. “We were like ducks sitting on water. All hell broke loose: 88s, machine guns, rifle fire. A man near me had used up all his grenades, so he asked a new replacement for one. He got one, but the rookie had already pulled the pin. It went off and Charlie Small lost fingers plus one testicle.”32

Company C, 325th, pulled back temporarily and regrouped. Shortly after noon Company C resumed the attack and by 4:00 p.m., had captured Riethorst but could not advance farther because of their exposed left flank.

Private First Class Clinton Riddle, with Company B, had been sent up to battalion headquarters as a runner. “Every officer in Company B was killed except one. I was sent to help the medics recover the wounded. We were still being shelled while trying to carry the wounded out. Sometimes we had to sit the litter down and hit the ground, trying to cover and protect the wounded with our own bodies.”33

On the right, Company F, 401st, moved too quickly and lost contact with Company E, 401st, on the right next to the Maas River. Company F realized the error and withdrew, missing much of the action when the fog lifted. A couple of British tanks arrived, and the attack by the 2nd Battalion, 401st, was resumed around noon, advancing about one thousand yards before being held up.

In the 1st Battalion, 325th sector, Private First Class Weese and his platoon were pinned down by Germans firing from a couple of farmhouses, when two British tanks arrived and fired on the houses, setting them on fire. This gave Weese and the survivors of his platoon an opportunity to withdraw. “We were getting slaughtered… we pulled back and dug in. We had only one lieutenant in charge and we waited till darkness and moved forward on the attack. Captain Richard Gibson took over Company B and led the company in the attack that helped capture Riethorst and Katerbosch and pushed the Germans back to the dike road.”34

The objective for the regiment was changed to a dike road that ran southwest from Riethorst, with the night attack commencing at 9:30 p.m., involving all three of the infantry battalions of the 325th committed in the attack. The regiment moved forward in the face of heavy artillery fire from the Germans and drove to their objective, the dike road, by midnight. The 325th dug in and held the dike road line all day on October 3, until relieved at 2:30 a.m. on October 4 by the British. The cost of the attack was 9 officers and 280 men killed, wounded, and missing.

By October 3, both sides were exhausted and depleted. The only fresh troops of the 82nd Airborne Division had been attacking for almost the entire ten days they had been on the line. The Germans had wasted the lives of countless soldiers they could not replace in futile attempts to break through the thinly held line of paratroopers and glidermen.

From October 3 until they were pulled out, the 82nd Airborne Division sector was relatively quiet. However, the shelling, sniping, and patrolling continued, seemingly without end. In the 504th sector, early on October 3, near the town of Erlekom near the southern bank of the Waal River, Lieutenant Carl Mauro, with Company E, 504th, walked to the half-destroyed house that was serving as the command post for Captain Walter S. VanPoyck, the company commander. Mauro entered the house and walked into the kitchen. “‘Jocko’ [Lieutenant John S. Thompson], recuperating from his shrapnel wound was sleeping, with four or five others in the basement of the house, where everyone believed it was the most secure place to be. A couple of soldiers were frying on the stove, what looked to me like chicken—they said it was fresh domestic rabbit. It looked great and smelled good.

“VanPoyck was writing at the kitchen table and I told him it looked like he was going to get a good, hot breakfast. Yeah, he was looking forward to that.

“I noticed that Van had just finished addressing a letter to Captain Edward (‘Eddie’) Rickenbacker—I was surprised. ‘Do you know Rickenbacker?’ I asked Van.

“‘Know him? He was my boss!’ Van said.

“I learned that Rickenbacker, a World War I air-combat ace and household name when I was a teenager, was Van’s boss. He was president of Eastern Airlines, where Van worked as an administrative officer.

“Lieutenant Ed Klein, Headquarters Company platoon leader, had sent me in to tell Van about some enemy activity on our front—light and sporadic mortar fire at the time. Klein was ready to retaliate with his 81mm mortars, and Van so advised.

“I wasn’t offered any rabbit stew, so I returned to Klein’s gun emplacement about a hundred yards in front of the CP house.

“He was holding his retaliation in abeyance, so as to not reveal our gun positions. Klein was not yet certain exactly where his targets would be and as always, the factor of conserving ammunition had to be considered.

“Soon, Klein thought he could direct his firing proportionally and sought his target carefully and wisely. We had return fire from the enemy mortars, fortunately all misses. A few rounds were fired intermittently from each side. We couldn’t see them and I’m certain they couldn’t see us.
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“Klein reached a point where he was pretty certain where his target, or targets were. He ordered the gunners to ‘fire for effect’, which meant they let loose a small but sufficient barrage upon the enemy gun emplacements.

“Then everything became quiet. No return fire. ‘We got them that time,’ Klein said, ‘I think we’ve knocked them out!’ He said, ‘Let’s go tell Van.’

“Klein and I walked back to the Company CP to tell Van that we’re pretty sure we knocked out the mortars that had been firing randomly on our position. Actually, I was also going into the house to see how ‘Jocko’ was feeling.

“Just before entering the house I opened a small round can of cheese that came with our rations. I took it out of my pocket, opened the can, took off my helmet and began eating the cheese as I opened the door to the kitchen where Van was.

“At that very moment, I heard a large bang and saw for just a fraction of a second, a light bursting through the kitchen ceiling, and felt myself reeling backward; stunned and falling in the doorway.

“I remained conscious, but felt numbness in various parts of my body. The area seemed hazy and smoky, with much splintered pieces of wood all about me.

“I couldn’t see him from where I was lying, but I heard Van say, ‘Carl, can you come in here, I need some help.’ I told him I was sorry, but I couldn’t move.”35

A German mortar shell had scored a direct hit on the house. Captain VanPoyck was critically wounded. “I suffered a traumatic amputation of my right leg and a shattered left foot. Corporals Gotts and Roman, flanking me, each ultimately lost a leg. While busy applying belt and bootlace tourniquets, I remember one of them say, ‘I’ve lost my leg’ and my replying ‘I think I’ve lost both of mine.’

“My immediate concern was to contact battalion. Lieutenants Mauro, Klein, and Nelson, Sergeant [Edgar] Dumas, Corporals [Romeo J.] Hamel and Over-holt were also wounded.

“We were evacuated in a jeep, involving four trips in broad daylight on the dike road, directly under the German gun positions. We flew a Red Cross flag from a tree limb staff, and they held their fire. I was hospitalized two years.”36

On October 6, the 508th RCT was attached to the British 50th Division and sent north of the river near the town of Bemmel.

Sergeant Charles Kaiser, with the 3rd Battalion, 505th, remembers one day Major James L. Kaiser visited their front-line position in a Dutch farmhouse. Sergeant Kaiser was told that enough supplies weren’t getting through. “We would have to live off the land. My answer was, if the major was hungry you can come back and have some chicken with us. We had fourteen chickens in the pot. He came back.

“One advantage of having a large number of farm boys in your outfit was that they were experts at slaughtering livestock and cutting up the meat. We never went hungry.”37

During the Sicily, Italy, and Normandy campaigns Major Daniel “Doc” McIlvoy, regimental surgeon of the 505th, had witnessed numerous acts of courage by his men. But, Major McIlvoy was particularly inspired by the bravery of Captain Alexander P. “Pete” Suer. McIlvoy watched Suer take one of the jeeps and with a Red Cross flag on it “swap German wounded for our own wounded boys picked up by the Germans.”38 Captain Suer was Jewish and, therefore, particularly at risk when he approached German lines with his jeep load of German wounded.

In late October the men were given their first opportunity to clean up in over a month. While taking his shower, Lieutenant Rusty Hays, with Company F, 505th, made an interesting discovery. “The division had set up field showers. Everyone would get a hot shower, and new underwear and socks. We hadn’t had a bath or changed underwear for over a month. I was wearing long underwear, and as I stripped down, I saw some blood on the left leg of my long underwear. I found a little piece of metal in my knee. I was able to pull it out. I decided it was from a German grenade that hit me the first night in Nijmegen.”39

Lieutenant Hays witnessed a humorous incident, had it not been so serious to the parties involved. “The last two to three weeks in Holland were pretty calm. We got word that C-47s with coffee were being flown in. Up to this time, we had been on English rations, which meant tea instead of coffee. The only way to get coffee to us was by plane. Our guys were ready to revolt if they couldn’t get coffee. It got bad enough that they loaded a C-47 with coffee and flew it in to us.

“Not being a coffee drinker, it made little difference to me, but the rest of the fellows could hardly wait. The 1st squad had found a cow that had gone dry because it hadn’t been milked regularly. In anticipation of getting coffee, they worked with it until it started giving milk again.

“Finally, the coffee arrived. The next morning the 1st squad brewed up a big pot of coffee and went over to milk the cow. It was dry, and they were mightily disappointed.

“The next morning they found out what happened to their milk. They happened to go out to the cow a little earlier than the morning before, and found the 2nd Squad milking their cow. It looked for a while that a firefight would develop.”40

On November 10, Canadian forces relieved the 82nd Airborne Division. While waiting for the Canadians, Private First Class Clinton Riddle, with Company B, 325th, had time to read his Bible and do some praying. “We had sixty-eight men left in Company B out of the one hundred ninety-six when we started into Holland. I resolved if God allowed me to get back home, I would try to do something with my life and forget about these awful things that had happened during the war.

“We had to hike twenty miles in the rain, mud, sleet, and snow from the front lines. That night after walking all day in that terrible weather, we pitched our pup tents on the cold wet ground. We moved by trucks to a British camp for the night.”41

The men were happy to be leaving Holland, even though most had made friends with the Dutch citizenry. The fighting had once again been costly. The division suffered 535 killed in action, 622 missing in action, 1,796 wounded in action that wouldn’t return, and 821 wounded in action that were eventually returned to duty. In addition, there were 327 troopers injured in action that wouldn’t return and 196 injured in action that would be returned to duty.

Upon their arrival in France, the men of the 82nd Airborne Division were given time to rest and relax. After fifty days of combat in Holland, George Speakman, with Company E, 325th, had a typical priority list. “We caught up on lots of pleasures—first the girls, next beer, dancing, whatever.”42

As everyone in the 82nd and 101st Airborne Divisions relaxed after their long combat duty in Holland, many caught up on letters home and sleep and enjoyed good times with their buddies in Rheims and Paris. Many top officers were on leave. No one anticipated the coming cataclysm in Belgium that would shortly overtake them.
  


CHAPTER 10

“LET’S GET THE SONS
OF BITCHES!”1
 

On the evening of December 17, General Gavin, the acting commander of the XVIII Airborne Corps while General Ridgway was in England, was monitoring events in Belgium, where a counteroffensive by powerful German armored forces was reported. “At about 19:30 hours, while at dinner with the staff, I received a phone call from Colonel Eaton, chief of staff, XVIII Corps (Airborne). He stated that he had just received a call from SHAEF to the effect that the situation on the front to the east appeared to be critical; that the airborne divisions were to be prepared to move twenty-four hours after daylight the following day; that the corps commander, General Ridgway, was in England and could not be contacted immediately. I instructed Colonel Eaton to issue orders to the commanding general of the 101st Airborne Division, Brigadier General [Anthony] McAuliffe, to prepare immediately for movement in accordance with the SHAEF estimate, twenty-four hours after daylight. I assembled my staff in the division war room at 20:00 hours. I had listened to a radio news broadcast at 18:00 hours and was aware of the fact that a German penetration was being made in the direction of St.-Vith.

“The division was ready for a quick move, since, because of our past and usual quick commitments, we have maintained a high degree of readiness as a standard operating procedure. A basic load of ammunition was in the hands of each regiment, complete in all aspects. Two K-rations and two D-rations for the division were at hand and could be distributed in a matter of hours. All weapons, uniforms and equipment were up to an operating standard. The staff assembled at 20:00 hours when the initial directive was issued that started their planning.

“I called General [Francis ‘Andy’] March at Camp Suippes at about 19:45 hours, giving him the situation and alerting him for the move. Unit commanders at Camp Sissone were assembled with the staff in the war room at 21:00 hours when the situation was outlined to them and a tentative plan for the movement to Bastogne issued. At about 21:30 hours I received a call from the chief of staff, XVIII Corps, (Airborne), who said that corps had orders to move without delay in the direction of Bastogne where further orders would be received. He also said that corps was to be attached to the First United States Army. After further discussion I decided that the 82nd Airborne Division would move approximately one hour after daylight and move in the direction of Bastogne. The 101st Airborne Division was to move at 14:00 hours, 18 December, also in the direction of Bastogne. At that time Oise Base Section was devoting all its efforts to pulling in all transportation off the roads to provide the necessary lift for both divisions.

“At 23:30 I left with my G-1, Lieutenant Colonel Alfred Ireland, and my aide, Captain Hugo V. Olson, for the command post of the First United States Army at Spa. The drive was very difficult due to the general conditions of the roads, rain, and fog, and the absence of bridges on a number of important highways.”2

Colonel Bill Ekman, the commanding officer of the 505th, was in England on the evening of December 17 and had heard the news broadcasts regarding the German offensive. He received a call at 11:00 p.m. from Colonel Robert Wienecke, who told him the division was moving out and that he was to report to the airport at 9:00 a.m. the next morning. Ekman knew the problems were immense in getting his regiment prepared for the move. “The equipment situation was critical. Many of the weapons were in Ordnance, there were shortages in field rations and ammunition. All requests for such items had not been completely filled. Clothing was in the laundry, equipment was stored, winter clothing had not been issued to the regiment. The personnel shortages were most serious in the case of specialists—particularly for crew-served weapons. The training program was not completely underway when the alert came; there had only been a week of very serious training during the month, and even this had been somewhat haphazard because the mortars had to be borrowed from the 508th Parachute Infantry. These mortars were returned at the time of the move, and as a result the 505th went into battle with only three 81mm mortars and seven or eight 60mm mortars for the entire regiment.

“To complicate the personnel issue, at 03:00 on 18 December, after the alert for movement had been received, but before the regiment left Suippes, two hundred replacements arrived. This left no time to get them oriented, classified, or properly distributed and they were just thrown into the move.”3

Many of the division’s veterans who had been wounded in Holland were either still in hospitals in France or England or were just being released, like Staff Sergeant Wheatley “Chris” Christensen, with Company G, 505th. “I was in England, having recently been released from a hospital. Sunday afternoon on the 17th, I had gone into town and was in my favorite pub when a 505 officer came in and said all passes had been canceled. We were to report back to camp, as we were pulling out that night. That evening about fifty of us, plus about the same amount of rear-echelon service troops, were taken down to Southampton and loaded on a LCT and from there over to France.”4

Private First Class Jack Hillman, with Company I, 505th, who had been wounded in Normandy and then broken a leg on the jump into Holland, had been transferred from one hospital to another, ending up in a field hospital in Normandy. Hillman was fed up and wanted to rejoin his buddies in Company I. “I went AWOL from this hospital, winding my way back to Suippes. Just in the nick of time to enjoy a winter vacation in the Bulge.”5

Sergeant Norbert Beach, with Company H, 505th, was assigned to nightly MP duty in Suippes. “While on patrol on December 17th, at 10:00 p.m., we received word to get all personnel back to their respective bases.”6

Lieutenant Rusty Hays, with Company F, 505th, had turned in early and was asleep at the officer quarters in Suippes. “About 1:00 in the morning, there was pounding on the door. ‘Officer’s meeting in the battalion commander’s room.’ There, we were told that the Germans had broken through our lines in some place called the Ardennes in Belgium. We would leave for combat at 8:00 in the morning. ‘Alert your men, then get your self ready for winter combat and report back to your company in an hour. Dismissed!’

“With that, I broke and ran as fast as I could to the company area. There was one extra BAR in the company and I wanted it for my platoon. After I got my platoon alerted and prepared for winter combat, I went back to my quarters to get myself prepared.

“Here’s what I wore: regular cotton underwear, long underwear, wool pants, wool shirt, a field jacket (short, medium weight), combat pants, combat jacket, wool overcoat. With the cotton underwear, I had four layers of clothes, and since we had buttons on our pants instead of zippers, I found it more convenient not to button any of the pants. Because jump boots fit snug and were not warm, I wore combat boots instead of jump boots. The only gloves we had were woolen with leather palms—not much help in the cold weather we would face. To keep our heads warm, we had a wool knit cap that we wore under our helmets.

“For a bedroll I had: a cocoon-type blanket sleeping bag, which is not very warm, but I could at least zip it up around my head. Two woolen blankets, a shelter half, which is a half-tent. Not warm, but fairly waterproof and usually used as a ground sheet, and to roll my bedroll in to keep it dry. I was lucky. There were some men who, for one reason or another, did not have many of these items and had to leave for combat without them.

“All in all, our clothes and bedding would be far from adequate for the below zero weather we would be in. The Army had completely neglected to provide cold weather gear for their troops.

“But there was another, even more critical shortage. We did not have a combat load of ammunition for our weapons and no magazines for our BARs, and BARs couldn’t be fired without magazines to hold the cartridges.”7

After completing his MP duty, Sergeant Beach returned to the barracks and went to bed. “It was a practical joke for the men in my platoon to wake me up when they went out on duty. They did the same thing, and I ignored them as I usually did. Finally, they kept after me and I woke up to see that they were all packing and it was just 3:00 in the morning. They finally explained to me that we were moving out. Pack your gear and put on long johns as wherever we are going, is going to be cold.”8

Private Ralph Gilson had just arrived as a replacement assigned to Company D, 307th Airborne Engineer Battalion. “I remember one old vet (twenty-two years old) told me to take a couple of extra pairs of socks and put them between my skin and long johns and change them every six to eight hours if I could.”9

After driving all night blacked-out on treacherous roads, Gavin arrived in Spa, Belgium. “I reported to General [Courtney] Hodges in person at about 0900 hours 18 December. At that time the situation appeared rather vague. The first reports of enemy contact at Stavelot were just coming in. It was reported that an enemy force at Stavelot had driven our troops across the river and had succeeding in capturing and destroying a large map supply. They apparently blew the bridge upon driving out our forces. The situation south and west of Stavelot was unknown except that the enemy had evidently overrun our front positions. There appeared to be a large force of US troops centered on St.-Vith. There also appeared to be a large pocket of the 106th Division surrounded in the Eifel.

“After some staff discussion, the commanding general, First US Army decided to attach the 82nd Airborne Division to V Corps. It was to close in an area in the vicinity of Werbomont. The 101st Airborne Division was to be attached to VIII Corps and would assemble in the vicinity of Bastogne. I placed a request with the First US Army for tanks, TDs [tank destroyers], 4.2s [4.2-inch mortars], and medium artillery, and left the CP for Werbomont. At this time there was considerable movement west of service and command installations in and around Spa. It was apparently being evacuated.”10

Back in France, Sergeant Beach packed his gear and fell out with the rest of Company H, 505th, awaiting transportation. “We were to be ready at 8:00 a.m. and as usual, the trucks didn’t get there until 10:00 a.m. They were eighteen-wheelers, open-air trucks. They loaded us on these trucks and we started moving to the front line.”11

When the trucks arrived, Private First Class Malcolm Neel, with Battery A, 80th AA Battalion, was one of the last to board his truck. “I was in a 2 ½-ton, 6×6 truck sitting near the tailgate when I heard one of our guys, looking out at a group of cold, wet paratroopers standing packed into an open semi-trailer, say, ‘Boy, I feel sorry for the first Germans those guys get a hold of.’”12

Private First Class Clinton Riddle, with Company B, 325th, was standing around with the other troopers in his company when their transportation arrived—trucks pulling long trailers. “We loaded in the open forty-foot trailers with sideboards. They loaded men and equipment in like a load of cattle—only room to stand. It was very cold and had started to snow, with freezing rain.”13

Private First Class Virgil Goodwin, a new replacement with Company B, 505th, was lucky enough to get a spot in the back of a tarp-covered 2 ½-ton truck. “The road conditions were as rough as any we could ever imagine. When we got closer to the front we made several stops because the roads were jammed with civilians and soldiers coming from the way we were going. Some of the retreating soldiers wanted to know if we thought we could turn the tide. We told them that was what we intended to do.”14

As the convoy moved into Belgium, Private First Class Tom Holliday, with Company B, 504th, noticed that the roads were clogged with traffic going the other way. “Hell, everything was streaming to the rear, but we just kept going up.”15

Driving through the rain and sleet, the jeep carrying Gavin pulled into a small obscure village. “I arrived at Werbomont at approximately mid-afternoon and immediately made a reconnaissance of the entire area. It offered excellent defensive possibilities, being the dominant terrain for many miles from the crossroads of Werbomont. At about 16:00 hours I contacted an engineer platoon at the bridge at Hablemont. The bridge was prepared for demolition and they reported the Germans were in the immediate vicinity, coming over the main highway from Trois Ponts. At the time a number of civilians were very excitedly moving west on the Trois Ponts-Werbomont road. They all stated that the Germans had passed Trois Ponts and were ‘coming this way.’ I made a reconnaissance down the valley from Hablemont to the Amblève River but encountered no enemy or any indication of his whereabouts. One bridge was still intact at Forge and was not prepared for demolition. Upon returning to Werbomont I asked a lieutenant at that bridge about it, but he appeared to be fully occupied with the means at his disposal of blowing the bridge at Hablemont. At about 16:00 hours I left for Bastogne to meet General McAuliffe. I reported to the VIII Corps CP in Bastogne and had a short conversation with General [Troy] Middleton and talked to his G-2 and G-3. At that time the Corps CP was preparing to move. The situation was very vague. The 28th Division officers present seemed to feel that their division had been overrun, although they were uncertain of its whereabouts. I met General McAuliffe, gave him his orders that he was to assemble in Bastogne, reporting to the corps commander of the VIII Corps, and I left, moving north and passing through Houffalize shortly after dark. I arrived in Werbomont at approximately 20:00 hours and about that time the first large group of 82nd vehicles started arriving. A command post was established and troops disposed as rapidly as they arrived. Drivers and troops were very tired, having by this time been up for two nights. All during the night the staff worked on closing the vehicles into the Werbomont area.”16

After his truck stopped, Sergeant Norbert Beach wearily jumped off the tailgate and stretched his body to alleviate the cramped feeling in his muscles. Then Beach heard the order to move out. “You couldn’t see anything. We were told to move out down this particular road, which nobody seemed to know where we were or what we were doing. It was muddy with light drizzle and we were slipping and sliding. You couldn’t fall out because it was so dark you would have to stay in contact with the man in front of you. After several miles, carrying my full load, which included the forty-pound radio, I got extremely warm. So I opened my fly and got out my jump knife and cut out my long johns on the march. That was the last time I wore long johns.”17

That was a move Beach would soon regret.

The 504th began arriving in Werbomont about 11:30 p.m., after a thirteen-hour drive from their base camp in Sissone. When Private First Class Edwin R. Bayley, with Company A, climbed off of the truck, he and the other new men didn’t know where they were or what was going to happen. “We asked our sergeant, who was dispersing us into the woods, if he knew where the Germans were. Those of us facing combat for the first time were worried as to what might be happening. He said the Germans were several miles away. About this time, we heard a .50-caliber machine gun firing. We knew they were not very far away. Two troopers were assigned as buddies. My partner was named Sonntag, a newly arrived replacement whom I had never met before this night. Most of us tried to get some sleep on the cold wet ground.”18

Colonel Ekman arrived in Werbomont at approximately midnight after landing at an airfield near Suippes at 3:00 p.m., driving for two hours to his now abandoned CP, and then driving through the night to catch up with his regiment.

After arriving at Werbomont, Private First Class William Windom, with Company B, 508th, stretched out on the ground and went to sleep after they were moved to a nearby wooded area. “In the morning a seven-year-old boy came out of his farmhouse with two buckets of hot coffee, which he proceeded to pour into our willing canteen cups.”19

The 325th arrived in Werbomont just before dawn. The 2nd Battalion, 401st, was ordered to move to Barvaux about ten miles west of Werbomont to cover the division from an attack from the rear. Company F, 325th, was sent south to hold Manhay and Grandmenil to cover that flank. The 1st and 2nd Battalions (less Company F) of the 325th were kept in division reserve and dug in around Werbomont in a perimeter defense.

About noon the 505th was ordered to move east to Basse-Bodeux, where they relieved elements of the 119th Infantry Regiment, 30th Infantry Division. Company H, 508th, was ordered to march southeast and occupy the village of Floret, while the rest of the regiment was sent to occupy the hills near Chevron, about two and a half miles east of Werbomont.
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During the evening of the 19th, the 504th was sent northeast to Rahier. Lieutenant Marshall W. Stark’s platoon of 57mm guns from Battery C, 80th AA Battalion, would be attached to the 504th for the move east. “Everyone in the platoon was most anxious to know the general situation. Upon visiting the battalion command post, I was thoroughly oriented by map as to our location, platoon dispositions, and the general situation of the division. I was also given a map of the area. I returned to my own command post and then visited each gun position to inform the men of the situation with reference to the Germans. On 18 December, at about 19:00 hours, a roadblock of the 30th Infantry Division in the vicinity of Hablemont had been struck by what appeared to be a German armored reconnaissance party. Several Germans had been killed and about five armored vehicles had been destroyed. No other enemy contacts had been established, and the present location of German units was as yet unknown.”20

Private First Class Ed Bayley, with Company A, 504th, had been on outpost duty all day and had just returned when he was told to get his gear ready to move out. “I was in the lead group, directly with the officers. We went through the bush land, cutting barbed wire fences and pushing brush aside as we probed our way through the dark. Eventually we came to a paved road. We passed through some groups of army engineers and kept moving. When we did take rest stops, some of us were so tired and hot, even though it was a chilly night, that we flopped down into puddles of rainwater along the roadway to cool down. We turned down a side road toward the village of Rahier. After several minutes we stopped for a rest and to listen. We heard machine guns firing close by just ahead on the road. The officers concluded we had better get off the road. We climbed steep hills and attempted unsuccessfully to dig in on the high ground in the event an attack came. A heavy ground fog was developing.

“Just about dawn on December 20th, a very heavy battle developed down in the valley below us. We had no idea who was fighting or who was winning.”21

Lieutenant Stark, with Battery C, 80th AA Battalion, set up his platoon’s guns to defend Rahier, where the 1st Battalion, 504th was concentrated. “During the remainder of the morning, considerable firing could be heard and seen in the vicinity of Stoumont, which was in the 30th Infantry Division sector. This town was approximately two miles from the platoon location.

“At that time several reports had been received from civilians in and around Rahier, to the effect that about one hundred twenty-five vehicles, including thirty tanks, had moved east through the town during the preceding day. The indications were growing stronger that we were coming closer to the enemy than we had been at any time since arriving in the area.”22

Around noon on December 20, the 508th moved from the vicinity of Chevron to the Thier-du-Mont ridgeline, south of Goronne, while the 505th moved out of Basse-Bodeux toward the Salm River to the east. The 1st Battalion, 505th, marched southeast to hold a sector between Rencheux on the right, extending north along the river to just south of Grand-Halleux. The 3rd Battalion was ordered to move southeast and hold a sector from Grand-Halleux on the right, north to where it would tie in with the 2nd Battalion, 505th, south of Trois Ponts. The 2nd Battalion, 505th, was ordered to move eastward into and occupy the small town of Trois Ponts, where key bridges across the Salm and Amblève Rivers were located, and extend south where it joined with the 3rd Battalion a mile or so south of town.

Lieutenant Bill Meddaugh, the executive officer of Company E, 505th, was acting as company commander while Lieutenant J. J. Smith was in the United States on a thirty-day furlough, given to a few lucky men and officers before the division had been alerted for the move to Belgium. Meddaugh’s troopers were leading the 2nd Battalion column as it moved out. “We pulled out of a bivouac area and began an approach march along a narrow mountain road leading to Trois Ponts. No maps were available and I wasn’t sure where we were headed. I was asked to send one platoon forward by truck as an advance force to occupy the town and reconnoiter the immediate area around the town. I selected the 2nd Platoon under Lieutenant John Walas, who boarded the trucks and headed for Trois-Ponts. The rest of the company (and battalion) continued the march.”23

Lieutenant Colonel Ben Vandervoort, commanding the 2nd Battalion, 505th, didn’t know much more than his men about what to expect. “There was no information about either enemy or any friendly forces in the area.”24

Vandervoort and his command group moved out toward Trois Ponts in jeeps, at the head of the truck column carrying Lieutenant Walas’ platoon. They didn’t know whether they would run head-on into a German armored column or if they might be ambushed en route. But, they needed to reach Trois Ponts if possible before the Germans.

The column entered the town without incident. Vandervoort made a reconnaissance in order to be able to deploy his battalion immediately upon arrival. “Trois Ponts was a small, rural village of two-story stone houses and shops. The town was in a narrow valley, overpowered by mountains, at the confluence of the Salm and Amblève Rivers. At Trois Ponts, the steep-banked Salm was a definitive barrier for vehicles. But its shallow headwaters were easily fordable by infantry willing to chance frostbitten feet. A few women and children were the only civilian occupants when we walked into the town. A handful of combat engineers (Company C, 51st Engineer Combat Battalion) were setting up a defensive position at the Salm River bridge in an attempt to prevent anyone’s crossing. Those engineers were glad to see that parachute battalion.25

“Holding Trois Ponts was the keystone of General Courtney Hodges’ plan for the First US Army to stop, drive back, and then destroy the German winter offensive. Colonel Ira P. Swift, assistant division commander of the 82nd Airborne Division, newly assigned to paratroops, took a personal interest in Trois Ponts. He ordered the 2nd Battalion to establish a bridgehead with just one company on the high ground to the east side of the Salm River. The remainder of the battalion was deployed on the west bank of the river in order to prevent the enemy from crossing.

“At the foot of the town the highway crossed the Salm River going east over a heavy timber bridge. Immediately across the bridge, the highway ended at the base of a bluff. It then split, turning north and south. The northern road led to two bridges crossing the nearby Amblève River. Hence the name ‘Three Bridges.’ The southern road climbed gently a few hundred yards, then turned left one hundred eighty degrees to the north over railroad tracks paralleling the river. The narrow two-lane road climbed steeply along the side of the one-hundred-foot-high bluff, cleft with a long, sheer highway and railroad cut. At a point opposite the bridge, now well below, the highway turned ninety degrees to the east then sloped gradually up to level ground. No vehicles could come into Trois Ponts from the east along this road without exposing themselves broadside to 2.36-inch bazooka fire from short range as they negotiated a hairpin turn for two-tenths of a mile.”26
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Early that afternoon, Companies B and C of the 504th prepared to move east from Rahier to Cheneux. Using typical airborne resourcefulness, they scrounged up a German half-track armed with a 77mm gun. Private First Class Russell P. Snow, a clerk with regimental headquarters, 504th, volunteered to drive it, though he had never driven a half-track previously.

Lieutenant Stark was ordered to position his guns on the eastern edge of Rahier along the Rahier-Cheneux road, where they had observation for almost half of the distance to Cheneux. “In addition, at about 14:55, I was requested to furnish two men to operate a German 77mm howitzer mounted on a halftrack, which had been abandoned somewhere in the area. Prior to this request, one or two test rounds had been fired; and apparently the entire half-track and its gun were in perfect operation condition. At this time, the point of the column was all set to move out and was awaiting the scheduled time to advance. The battalion commander [Lieutenant Colonel Willard E. Harrison] desired that this reinforcing armor, as he called it, accompany the point during the advance. Therefore, he decided to delay the advance until these two men [Private First Class Harold Kelly and Private First Class Harry Koprowski, who had volunteered] were briefed on the operation of the weapon. For two men who had never seen a weapon of this type, other than in pictures, the five-minute interval allotted to me for orienting them was rather brief, and only minimum knowledge necessary for operation could be imparted. Actually, this was the first time that I had ever seen one of these weapons.”27

The half-track moved forward and came up behind the 1st Platoon of Company B as they were waiting to move down the road toward Cheneux. Private Thomas R. Holliday got the word for the BAR men from 1st Platoon to come up front. “Captain Helgeson just said, ‘Get on that damned half-track.’ Nobody briefed [Private Buland] Hoover and I.”28

Company B moved out with the half-track near the rear of the column, followed by Company C and Headquarters Company, 1st Battalion. About five hundred yards out of Rahier, Company B ran into a squad of German infantry with an MG-42 acting as a screening force for the German force east of them. The scouts out in front of Company B, moving along each side of the road, assaulted the German squad, killing one and capturing one. The enemy squad made a fighting withdrawal as the scouts kept up the pressure, driving them a thousand yards or so up the road toward Cheneux.

As Company B was moving up the road, they had to move out of the way as the half-track passed them, moving toward Cheneux. Private Holliday, riding in the back of the half-track, still had no idea of what to expect. “We went down this road ahead of the company. When we got down there, they were set up all across this hill. The Krauts had a hell of lot of stuff down there. There were 20mm’s zinging all over off of this thing.

“The gun on this half-track didn’t stick out more than two feet in front of the shield, and it would only traverse so far. To get our fire all the way across the hill we had to back up and pull forward to aim the half-track towards where we wanted to shoot.”29

Kelly spotted German infantry moving in column around their flank. Private Hoover quickly looked over the side of the half-track and saw a machine gun crew setting up an MG-42 to lay down suppressive fire. Hoover opened up with his BAR, leaving dead and wounded Germans lying around their gun. Kelly shouted for Snow to adjust the vehicle to engage the infantry closing in on their flank, then opened fire with high-explosive shells, inflicting casualties and forcing them to withdraw. As Private First Class Kelly was firing the 77mm gun at German half-tracks, flak-wagons, and infantry, one of the 20mm shells fired by Germans at the half-track hit the gun and exploded. Shrapnel hit Kelly in the lower lip and chin. The driver, Private First Class Snow, moved back from the cab to the gun compartment of the half-track and helped get Kelly moved to the rear of the vehicle. Snow then took over as gunner. When the half-track required movement to engage new targets, Snow would move to the cab and adjust the position of the half-track, returning to operate the gun.

The captured half-track in which Private Holliday was riding finally pulled back after expending all of its ammunition. “We got the hell out of there. I know we did a lot of damage, because they were close. They were only three or four hundred yards out in front of us. They had the stuff up there to kill us if they had used it. I guess their own half-track doing that must have confused them.”30

Company B watched the half-track coming toward them moving rapidly. The vehicle passed through, stopping at the end of the Company B column to let Privates Holliday and Hoover dismount to rejoin their company. The scouts moved up the road and didn’t see anything between them and the town and reported this to the point of the Company B column.

Meanwhile, a half a dozen German armored vehicles moved out of the town on the road, stopping and deploying. The first vehicle, (SdKfz 234/3 Puma heavy reconnaissance vehicle with 75mm shortbarreled gun mounted on an open-top compartment) was positioned in the middle of the road facing straight down it. The next two (an SdKfz 7 prime mover with a 105mm howitzer and an SdKfz 250/7 half-track with an 80mm mortar mounted) were farther back on the road on each side of the road, with the 105mm howitzer covering the road. The remaining three vehicles (SdKfz 250/9 half-tracks, each with one 20mm gun mounted) were behind them, parked diagonally to the road to cover the flanks. On both sides of the road were open fields laced with barbed-wire fences every 50 yards or so—a perfect killing ground.

Lieutenant Colonel Harrison and his battalion were not aware of the presence of these vehicles or that the force facing them were members of the 1st SS Panzer Division’s Kampfgruppe Peiper, which was the tip of the armored spear-head moving toward Antwerp. SS-Obersturmbannführer Joachim Peiper’s men had not been stopped since the German offensive began and were responsible for numerous acts of atrocities against US soldiers and Belgian civilians, including the infamous Malmédy massacre. Kampfgruppe Peiper was north of the Amblève River and running low on fuel for their tanks and armored vehicles. They were facing elements of the 30th Infantry Division north and east of them. US Army engineers had blown the bridge over the Amblève River south of them, at Trois Ponts. A small bridge at Petit Spa farther east was not sturdy enough to support heavy vehicles and collapsed when a crossing was attempted. Elements of the 30th Division were holding the only bridge capable of carrying heavy traffic located at Stavelot. Kampfgruppe Peiper’s only hope lay in holding on to its bridgehead across the Amblève at Cheneux, where it could link up with the rest of the 1st SS, if a bridge over the Salm River at Trois Ponts could be seized. The 84th Armored Flak Battalion and the 6th Company, 2nd Battalion, 2nd SS Panzer Grenadier Regiment, and remnants of the 11th Company, 3rd Battalion, 1st SS Panzer Grenadier Regiment were holding the critical bridgehead at Cheneux.

Continuing toward Cheneux and the powerful forces that awaited them, the Company B column advanced down the road to within about five hundred yards from Cheneux. Lieutenant Charles Battisti was at the point with the lead platoon. “All at once, ahead of us, this flak-wagon opened up on us, with 20mm antiaircraft guns. These bursts hit the trees above us and around us. Some of the guys on the ground got direct hits; it was very bad. Everybody hit the ditch, and the guys dropped the heavy weapons right in the middle of the road. This sergeant next to me got hit; there was nothing I could do for him. We moved off to the right.

“Captain [John M.] Randles came up and he said to me, ‘Damn it, let’s get those mortars over here and set em up. Let’s knock out that flak-wagon.’

“We kept moving up and some of the men moved forward. Finally, they set up one mortar that we could never zero in. I went off to the left of the road and went up, it was a little bit higher. There was some barbed wire up there and I went through that. I had the [field] telephone, I was trying to zero in [the mortar], and they shot over [the flak-wagon]. Finally, I came back.”31

The second platoon in the column moved up on the left side of the road and tried to lay down a base of fire, so that the platoon on the right side of the road could advance. Almost immediately, the platoon on the left was hit with rapid fire from multiple 20mm antiaircraft guns and shelled by the 80mm mortar mounted in the half-track. The platoon on the right tried to move forward but was hit by enfilade fire from a 20mm flak-wagon and two MG-42s firing from a position on the enemy’s left flank, about 100 yards in front of their main line of resistance. This was coupled with 20mm fire from another flak-wagon on the road, creating a deadly crossfire. This pinned down the platoon on the right, and then fire from the German mortar mounted in the half-track methodically worked the entire area, wounding six men and destroying the company’s SCR 300 radio.

The reserve platoon was committed to execute a flanking move around the German right flank, north of the road. However, the 20mm flak-wagon and two MG-42s on the German left flank hit the platoon with devastating flanking fire as it attempted to cross the high ground on the north side of the highway, silhouetting the troopers as they advanced. They too were soon pinned down. Captain Tom Helgeson, the commander of Company B, attempted to contact Company C and the 1st Battalion by radio, but was unable to do so.

Late in the afternoon of December 20, in the 505th area of operations, as the 2nd Battalion, 505th column approached Trois Ponts, Lieutenant Bill Meddaugh, the CO of Company E, took a jeep the short distance ahead into town. “I went forward to meet with Lieutenant Colonel Ben Vandervoort, 2nd Battalion Commander. Lieutenant Walas had set up the platoon as a base of fire along the Salm River, on both sides of the damaged bridge, to cover the area across the river directly opposite the town. The terrain rose sharply across the river, giving the appearance of a cliff or bluff. A narrow road wound up the side of the cliff and disappeared in the woods to the left of the top of the mountain. A three-man patrol, under the command of Corporal Clifford Putnam, was working its way up the side of the mountain (not using the road) to determine the presence of any enemy troops in the woods over the crest of the bluff. The patrol disappeared over the crest and returned shortly, waving that all was clear.”32

Vandervoort started getting his battalion into defensive positions to prevent a river crossing. “On the west side of the Salm River, F Company and the Battalion Headquarters Company—particularly the light machine gun platoon and bazooka—set up a main Line of Resistance (MLR) among and in the houses on the river bank. Machine guns were sighted to provide flanking fires onto both sides of the bridge.

“A few more US Army Engineers drifted down from the hills into town. We were glad to take in those orphan engineers. They were scattered throughout the MLR so they could use their .50-caliber machine guns to provide an overlapping final protective line of fire.

“D Company was sent south on the river bank road to defend the next nearest bridge, still intact, across the Salm. They were to destroy the bridge if attacked in force. Second Battalion habitually teamed with a platoon of Company B, 307th Airborne Engineers. They were sent with D Company to perform the demolition task. D Company and F Company maintained twenty-four hour contact with foot patrols on the west bank of the Salm.

“Our 81mm mortar platoon found a lovely observation post (OP) on the side of the mountain sloping to the north above Trois Ponts. From there they could see the road net to the east, the bottoms of both rivers, and the open field east of the E Company position.”33

Lieutenant Meddaugh was ordered to take Company E across the Salm River, “to the high ground and to establish a defensive position denying enemy troops and vehicles the use of the road. I sent for the rest of the company and immediately ordered Lieutenant Walas to move the 2nd Platoon across quickly and set up a defensive position straddling the road, inside the woods, just over the crest of the mountain. When the balance of the company arrived, we moved across the bridge and up the winding road to get into position. I ordered Lieutenant Jack Bailey’s 1st Platoon to move into the woods and dig in on the right flank of the 2nd Platoon. Lieutenant Howard Jensen’s 3rd Platoon was kept in reserve and located in the immediate vicinity of the Company CP, which I established in a small home located on the road about one hundred yards from the 2nd Platoon positions.”34

Later that evening, Vandervoort moved across the Salm River to confer with Meddaugh. Vandervoort was briefed on the disposition of the veteran paratroopers defending the road. “The men dug in with their left flank slightly astride the road. Facing east, the bulk of the company selected positions in the edge of a dense wood at the top of the bluff. The wood ran off to the right, gradually expanding into a forest. To their front, the left side of the road was solid woods. The right side of the road was a wide-open field with little vegetation other than pasture-like stubble. From their positions inside the tree line, the paratroopers had ideal fields of fire on the road and across the open area.

“Antitank mines were sprinkled across their front. The E Company command post was located a short distance to the right of the road with the front line platoons. A 57mm antitank gun was dug into the right road shoulder, twenty or thirty yards behind the riflemen. First Lieutenant Meddaugh, the company commander, put a battery of six bazooka teams just ahead of the position in the woods on the left of the road. Behind the bazooka ambush, they placed antitank mines across the road. Before dark they settled down to wait in the bitter cold—no fires—no lights—no smoking.

“It was an excellent position for an ambush, but inherently a weak one to defend against armor accompanied by infantry. But up on the bluff, it was the best position available. The heavy woods left of the road provided the natural infantry approach, and the open area to the right of the road was good tank terrain. The Salm River separated the company from the rest of the battalion and prevented mutual support.”35

Northwest of Trois Ponts, Company B, 504th, held their positions in the fields on each side of the road to Cheneux until darkness fell, then withdrew and set up a perimeter defense on the edge of the woods behind them. Company C came up and took the left side of the road, while Company B moved over to the right side. At about 6:45 p.m., Captain Helgeson briefed Captain Albert E. Milloy, the Company C commander; Captain John M. Randles, the battalion S-3; and the 1st Battalion commander, Lieutenant Colonel Harrison, on the situation. Harrison contacted Colonel Tucker and advised him of the situation. Tucker ordered a night attack that was set for 7:30 p.m. Company B would be on the right, south of the road, with Company C advancing on the left, north of the road. Each company would form four assault waves with 50-yard intervals between them. A ten-minute artillery barrage by the 376th PFA Battalion would precede the assault. A platoon of US tank destroyers from the 703rd Tank Destroyer Battalion, which had recently been attached to the division, had arrived and were to support the attack by moving up the road with Harrison’s paratroopers on their left and right.

However, Lieutenant Marshall Stark, with Battery C, 80th AA Battalion, noticed the tank destroyers parked some four hundred yards west of Harrison’s command post at the first house on the right side of the road as you moved from Rahier to Cheneux. Stark immediately left to inform Harrison. “About half way to the house, I met the battalion commander running toward the rear. He had just learned that the tank destroyers were sitting back in the woods, and he was going after them. I led him back to the commander of the tank destroyers. After a brief, heated discussion between the battalion commander and the tank destroyer platoon leader, in which the latter said little, the tank destroyers were finally moved forward to the edge of the woods, or about one hundred yards. The platoon leader refused to move them any farther forward.

“The situation appeared critical, as many armored vehicles could be heard moving about in the town [of Cheneux]. Since the tank destroyers were of no value, the order was given to move the antitank guns forward so that the road and the broad open fields north of the road would be covered. On the south side of the road, the terrain dropped off sharply and was considered to be sufficient antitank protection.”36

Private Charles Butler was a Company C trooper who looked so young that he was called “Kid” by the other men in his squad. “We were told to fix bayonets. This field was like a pasture separated into sections by barbed wire fences. Sergeant [Ross] Carter noticed that, so he had Levy and me swap places, because Levy was the shortest person in the squad. That way, Sergeant Carter would be able to help him over the fences.”37

Private First Class Morris “Mike” Holmstock with Company B waited at the edge of the woods for word to move forward. “They said, ‘We are going to form a skirmish line and we’re going to go out.’”38

At 7:30 p.m., both companies started moving out of the woods with no tank destroyer support. Company C on the left side of the road advanced over more exposed ground with barbed wire fences twenty to fifty yards apart. Platoon Sergeant Frank L. Dietrich, in the leading wave, had the only pair of wire cutters in the platoon. Troopers were getting caught on the fences as they tried to go over or crawl underneath. Dietrich would cut a fence and the men on each side would pour through the gap. “Some were no more than twenty yards apart. We kept doing this as quietly as possible.”39

Holmstock was glad that visibility was poor. Maybe they could get close to the German positions without being detected. “It was dark and foggy. You couldn’t see more than ten feet ahead of you. We came out of the woods; we didn’t know what was in front of us. We couldn’t see anything; we were on this open field. I came to a strand of barbed wire, and I stepped over that. We walked a little farther, and I came to another strand of barbed wire, and I said, ‘What the hell is all of this?’

“There was somebody that had a box of machine gun ammo. He said, ‘Here, hold this for me.’

“I got down on the ground and I shoved the box in front of me and started crawling under this barbed wire fence. And then—… All Hell Broke Loose!

“We were pinned down and you could see the tracers going over your head. Fortunately the road to my left was elevated and we were on the slant on this open field. We must have been about five or ten feet below the level of the road. The Germans were firing level [with the road] and consequently firing over our heads.”40

On the other side of the road, the first wave of Company C was within two or three fences, less than one hundred yards, from the German main line of resistance. Technical Sergeant Dietrich shouted above the deafening noise, “‘Let’s get em!’ We surged forward and tried to climb the fences. Between the town and the last fence the Germans had at least two platoons with two MG-42s each, with at least three in our sector. We keep going forward and we keep losing people. They just decimated us.”41

Actually, there were three platoons and six MG-42 machine guns as well as four 20mm antiaircraft guns that poured flanking fire into the Company C troopers as they advanced.

Private First Class Ross Pippin, a member of one of the Company C mortar squads, advancing in the ditch on the left side of the road, looked to his left. “They were caught in the open and were being cut to pieces by the German machine gunners. There were so many tracer bullets flying back and forth, you could read a newspaper from the light.”42

The smallest man in Company C was Private First Class Raymond D. Levy. Lieutenant Battisti, who had been a member of Company C in Holland, recognized Levy. “He was the only Jewish guy in the outfit. They used to give him a rough time, but he could take it. He was carrying [machine gun] ammunition, which was no easy job. A German machine gun was sitting right on the road. This one kid, Levy, ran up behind the gun while we were off to the right and started firing at the first flak-wagon. The machine gun turned around and got him with a burst. I wasn’t more than twenty-five yards away from him. He was just burning up from the tracer fire.”43

When the tracers from the German machine gun hit Levy, they struck a white phosphorous grenade that he was carrying, causing his body to catch fire, illuminating the scene around him. Many of his fellow troopers witnessed Levy’s body burning and smoking that night.

On the other side of the road, Private First Class Holmstock, with Company B, lay on the ground and could see 20mm tracers crisscrossing above his head and the buzzing sound of rounds zipping past him, as the Germans used grazing fire from MG-42s without tracers. “You talk about scared, I was scared. I crawled forward a little bit and came across a buddy of mine by the name of Raymond Alt. Alt had a belly wound and was begging me for water. We were always told that if somebody has a belly wound, don’t give them water. I called for the medics and I said, ‘I’ve got to go Alt, I can’t stay here. The medics will be up here soon.’

“About that time I heard Knobby Walsh up on the road, yelling for hand grenades. He said, ‘Let’s get the sons of bitches, they’re killing us!’”44

Staff Sergeant William P. “Knobby” Walsh, a platoon sergeant with Company B, who had been seriously wounded in one arm by the opening hail of German fire, was unable to pull the pin on his hand grenade and crawled back to have one of his men do it. Walsh then moved back to the foot of a flak-wagon that was firing from the road into the flank of his company and knocked it out with the hand grenade, killing the crew. Walsh would later be awarded the Distinguished Service Cross for his bravery and inspirational leadership during the assault.

Walsh’s example inspired Holmstock. “At that point, I lost my fear. There was still a lot of fire going on, but I stood up and I threw a grenade up at a flak-wagon. I ducked, then it went off. Then I made my way up to the road. There was yelling and shooting… the heat of battle is something hard to describe.

“I got up to one of the flak-wagons, I remember sticking my rifle into a port in the cab and firing off eight rounds. With those metal vehicles, you don’t have to aim at anybody, it is going to bounce around and kill whoever is in there.”45

As Company B surged forward, urged on by noncoms like Walsh, most of the first two waves were shot down by a devastating crossfire from four MG-42s and four 20mm antiaircraft guns. The third wave continued forward, passing through them, carrying the attack forward toward the edge of the town.

One of the medics, Private Theodore S. Watson, braved the enemy fire to go the aid of the wounded, safely evacuating five men. The medics repeatedly went to the aid of the wounded and dying men, despite the dangers, no doubt saving many lives.

On the other side of the road, the Company C men who had not been shot down by the German automatic weapons fire closed with the three German platoons. Private First Class Butler got to within a few yards of the German holes. “I went into a prone position. Then I decided to throw a hand grenade, so when I raised up to throw the grenade was when I got hit. A rifle or machine gun bullet went through my right thigh. I could feel it, and I tore my pants open so I could apply the first aid kit. Where it penetrated going in it was a nice little round hole with lacerations, and then on the back was quite large.”46

Sergeant Dietrich came upon a hole containing one of the six MG-42s on that side of the road. “I ran into three men at a machine gun. They were dug in and I was moving. I spotted them about the same time they saw me. I knocked out the guys on the right and left. Rounds struck my hand on the submachine gun grip, and the Thompson stopped firing. I ran to the side and toward him while he was firing at me. I threw the Thompson and hit him in the chest. Orin Guidry came up with his BAR and shoved the muzzle into the foxhole and shot him.”47

Dietrich’s left hand was bleeding profusely, so he gave his pistol to Billy Crip and moved back to get it patched up.

Private Tom Holliday, a BAR gunner with Company B, had earlier been part of the crew of the captured German half-track that had initially engaged the Germans. “I went around the side of the hill, and there was a damned Kraut taking a shit back there. I guess he just had the shit scared out of him. I took care of two of them like that.”48

From his spot down the slope, Holliday could see one of his buddies go after one of the flak-wagons mounting a 20mm gun. “[Private] Mike Clements went right upon that damned thing and started on them with a knife. He was wild. He was out of his mind—all of us were. He was something else.

“Everything was collapsing then. The Krauts were surrendering and getting killed. It was just a hell of a firefight. A lot of us shot up all of our ammunition.”49

As Private Butler lay on his back, badly wounded in the thigh, fellow C Company troopers, Private First Class Bethel Nix and Private First Class “Wild Bill” Murray, came over to check on him. “Nix and Wild Bill bent down to pick me up, Nix’s back was toward the enemy on one side of my body, and Wild Bill was on the opposite side of my body facing the enemy. A 20mm armor piercing round hit Nix in the back and penetrated, but didn’t go all of the way through. I assume there was a ricochet that hit Wild Bill, because apparently it hit him flat and didn’t penetrate. It knocked him over backwards and I can remember his helmet flying up in the air. I said, ‘Wild Bill’s been hit.’ I didn’t realize that Nix had been hit.”50

The shell that hit Nix knocked him almost across the road.

Company C overran the German main line of resistance, killing twenty or so of the SS Grenadiers that defended it in brutal hand-to-hand fighting. The remainder of the three German platoons broke and ran away into the town. However, Company C had lost approximately seventy killed and wounded. The three remaining officers tried to reorganize the company, but this wasn’t possible because the troopers’ blood was up, and they continued to carry the fight into the town, individually and in small groups.

On the other side of the road, all of the officers had been hit, the company had suffered around sixty casualties, and the noncoms tried to organize the survivors to carry the attack through the town. But it was impossible as well. The troopers were preoccupied with fighting their individual battles with the enemy. After emptying his M1 into a flak-wagon, Private First Class Holmstock, with Company B, reloaded and started working his way along the ditch on the right side of the road to the first house. “There was a little bit of water in the bottom of this drainage ditch and subconsciously I was thinking, ‘I don’t want to have to get down in this, because I don’t want to get wet.’

“As I got up toward the first house, the third flak-wagon that I can remember started backing up [from behind a house]. I opened fire and I guess some other guys did, and he pulled forward behind the house again. So I had to hit that water…. I didn’t want to be hit.

“I decided to go down my side to the rear of the house. I worked my way down there, and behind the house about ten or fifteen yards the land went off into a steep drop. I was crawling behind that when I saw this flak-wagon from behind the edge of the house, firing. I remember two guys with a machine gun up on the road level above me open fire on the flak-wagon. The flak-wagon returned the fire. When I got up there the machine gun team was gone. I took my shot at the flak-wagon and he took a shot at me. I had ducked just in time behind this tree, when one of those 20mm shells exploded and I got a piece of it right above my left eye. I thought at first I was hit by some dirt or something from the tree. When I started to fire again, I couldn’t see. I checked myself and I tasted blood. I couldn’t see; I was bleeding so I worked my way back to the first part of the house up near the road.

“There was a little room that had had sheep in there and [we] had converted that into an aid station. I got to the medic and he said, ‘I’m going to evacuate you.’ I said, ‘No, no I’m not hurt. I’m just cut some place.’ He cleaned me up and put a patch on my eyebrow.”51

Holmstock left to return to the fight in the town. “There was a church next to the house and a house behind the church. It looked more like a barn, but it was actually a house. There were some living quarters in there, and some stairs that led up to a room. There was a firefight going on in there. I think we got eight or nine Germans in there. It was like a shooting gallery.

“There were still some Germans in the church. The church had a lot of cemetery stones in the courtyard, and there was some fighting in there. Then we left there and got into the main part of town. I can’t tell you what went on in the town. It was just house-to-house and yelling and screaming.”52

An SdKfz 234/1 Puma armed with a 20mm gun in an open turret was positioned two hundred yards away in the town. With good fields of fire, the vehicle pinned down the remaining troopers as they attempted to move through the town. Lieutenant Colonel Harrison ordered his Light Machine Gun Platoon from Headquarters Company to advance and engage the enemy vehicle.
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The platoon bravely moved forward until they reached the edge of the town, where they set up their machine guns and opened fire on the Puma. The Puma proceeded to knock out five machine guns and their crews, of the eight in the platoon.

Harrison then approached Private First Class Pippin and another Company C trooper, who were part of a 60mm mortar squad. “The colonel had spotted two American tank destroyers and wanted us to go for help. The tank destroyers were hiding in a nearby thicket and didn’t want to get into the battle. The colonel turned and said to us, ‘I’m giving you a direct order; if these men don’t get into the battle, shoot them!’

“I thought to myself, ‘I don’t want to have to shoot our own men.’After what seemed to be an eternity, they started up their engines and headed into the battle.”53

The two tank destroyers moved cautiously up the road and opened fire, knocking out the Puma reconnaissance vehicle. This opened the way for the survivors to move from their foothold on the edge of town to begin clearing it. However, Lieutenant Colonel Harrison ordered the officers and noncoms still in the fight to reorganize everyone into one assault group. Harrison brought every available man up. The 1st Platoon, Company C, 307th Airborne Engineer Battalion was brought up and positioned on the high ground on the left flank, with some Headquarters Company men to the left of the engineers. The remaining three machine gun crews from Headquarters Company were put on the right flank to cover that approach. Harrison put his men into a number of outposts in buildings on the western end of the village.

Colonel Tucker arrived around 11:00 p.m., and Harrison briefed him on the situation. Harrison asked for another rifle company to take advantage of the hard-earned gains. Tucker agreed and contacted the 3rd Battalion, where he ordered them to send a company to assault the town.

Company G arrived outside of the western edge of Cheneux about 2:00 a.m., where they were briefed on the situation and the company was organized for the assault. Meanwhile, the Germans had regrouped and had set up killing lanes of fire for their 20mm guns and machine guns. At 2:45 a.m., Company G began their assault and ran into a wall of fire coming from almost every direction. The company suffered very heavy casualties and was repulsed. They withdrew and were placed in position to the rear of the 1st Battalion to provide an all-round defensive perimeter.

The Germans continued to pound Harrison’s troopers with artillery and 20mm fire until 7:45 a.m., when they launched a counterattack after an intense artillery barrage lasting thirty minutes. Fire from tanks and self-propelled guns swept the thin line of troopers that were dug in and ready to stop the assault. During this time, medic Private Theodore Watson again risked his life to go to the aid of six troopers wounded on the high ground northwest of the town, shielding them with his body, then evacuating each one across 150 yards of open ground under heavy fire. As the panzer grenadiers ran forward, firing as they came, they were suddenly hit and cut down by deadly shrapnel, as Harrison’s 81mm mortars decimated them. This was followed moments later with the addition of a barrage from the 75mm howitzers of the 376th PFA Battalion, the shells landing among the pinned-down and wounded German infantry. The attack fell apart, with heavy German casualties. Harrison’s battalion continued to hold on to the western portion of Cheneux.

Private First Class Mike Holmstock, with Company B, 504th, was drained after fighting all night. “It was now dawn and I was sitting on this little wall with Johnny Barton, and we said something about the fight, nothing special. Then I looked at him and I said, ‘Why are you shaking?’ It was actually like he was shivering.

“He looked at me and he said, ‘The same reason you are shivering.’ I realized that I was shaking. All of the adrenaline had worked off of me.”54

As Holmstock was resting with his buddy, tank destroyers drove up to the scene of the previous night’s fighting west of the town. “I was up on the road about where Knobby had gotten hurt. All of the fighting had ceased. There were several dead Germans, one in the middle of the road. The tank destroyers that we had hoped for now came forward. ‘This was a fine time for you to come, we needed you last night.’ I remember the tank destroyer stopped about twenty feet in front of me. I was sitting on the side of the road with somebody. This guy popped up out of the tank destroyer and he said, ‘One of you guys drag that Kraut out of the way.’

“We just looked at him and said, ‘If you want him out of the way, get out and move him. We’re not going to move him.’

“He said, ‘If you don’t move him, I’m going to run over him.’

“We said, ‘Be our guest.’

“So he ran over him.

“Down at the first house they had started to collect bodies of the Germans to stack them up for Graves Registration to come and get them. They called the remaining men of the company, eighteen of us. I said, ‘Oh good, they can’t use us as a company anymore, maybe they’ll put us in the rear.’

“About that time they brought up twenty replacements fresh from England. There was a guy by the name of Gallagher, who made a remark, ‘Boy that was nifty last night. It was just like fireworks. Boy that was neat.’

“That really burned me and I said, ‘You really think that was nice?’

“And he said, ‘Yeah, that was great.’

“I said, ‘Go clean up that neatness,’ and I pointed to the Kraut that was now mangled from the tank destroyer. I said, ‘Go take that down to that pile down there with the others.’ He went over and grabbed the sleeve and an arm came with it. He started dragging the pieces down—he was sick.”
  


CHAPTER 11

“I’M THE 82ND AIRBORNE,
AND THIS IS AS FAR AS THE
BASTARDS ARE GOING”1
 

On the night of December 20–21, the 1st SS Panzer Division’s Kampfgruppe Peiper, the main armored spearhead for the entire Sixth SS Panzer Army, was trapped near La Gleize. Tucker’s 504th paratroopers were attacking Peiper’s bridgehead at Cheneux. Meanwhile, the 30th Infantry Division was squeezing the noose tighter and tighter around the neck of the kampfgruppe, whose men badly needed food, medical supplies, ammunition, and most of all gasoline. The 1st SS Panzer Division’s Kampfgruppe Hansen (commanded by SS-Standartenführer Max Hansen), consisting of the 1st SS Panzer Grenadier Regiment, a heavy tank destroyer battalion (Panzerjäger Abteilung 1), and a battalion of self-propelled 105mm artillery (Abteilung 1 of the Panzer Artillery Regiment 1) was located at the town of Wanne. This very powerful force was given the assignment of bludgeoning its way through to Peiper and opening the way again to Antwerp, Belgium.

The only road bridge spanning the Salm River in the vicinity of Peiper’s Kampfgruppe capable of carrying heavy armored vehicles and tanks was at Trois Ponts. If Kampfgruppe Hansen could seize this bridge intact or another to the south along the Salm, they could then drive northwest and attack toward the bridge at Cheneux and link up with Peiper’s trapped men and armor.

Along the west side of the Salm River, a half a mile south of Trois Ponts, Company D, 505th, defended a railroad bridge and a foot bridge as well as the road that followed the river on their side. Just after dark that evening, Lieutenant Virgil Gould, with Company D, was approached by the company’s demolition man, to cover him while he set a booby trap on the foot bridge. “Sergeant Jerry Weed chose me because I was armed with a Thompson submachine gun, and the other trooper that went with him was an Indian from North Dakota, Sergeant Herbert J. Buffalo Boy, who carried a BAR.

“We went with Jerry down to this swinging hand bridge and out on the bridge, and he sat up booby traps in a series of three white phosphorous grenades connected the rings to pull wires, with trips wires. We went up the hill and got behind this stone wall. Pretty soon there was a flash, when the first one blew up, then the second one blew up. By this time, there were two splashes in the water, because I suppose some people were burned pretty badly by this white phosphorous. We could hear a set of boots coming across that bridge and part way up the hill. Buffalo Boy and I poured fire on this bridge.”2

Gould, Weed, and Buffalo Boy wiped out the German patrol that attempted to cross the river. It was a tough night for Company D. A Sherman tank that had been sent to help hold the railroad bridge was positioned in the woods behind the company, where it could cover the road and the railroad bridge. Just after dark, Lieutenant James J. “Joe” Meyers heard the tank start its engine and move out. “I tried to stop him, but he was gone before I reached his position.

“Our bedrolls were in Werbomont. We had nothing to keep us warm during the coming night. The temperature dropped below freezing and it snowed. There were two small farmhouses nearby, and we raided them for anything that would help us to survive the night. [Edward F.] Murphy and I ended up with a mattress over the top of the prone shelter we had dug. It did not help much.”3

On the east side of the river about 3:00 a.m. on December 21, Lieutenant Bill Meddaugh, the CO of Company E, heard an explosion on the road where his 2nd Platoon was dug in astride the road from Wanne. “Two armored halftracks slowly approached the 2nd Platoon positions. The Germans were noisy, shouting back and forth and seemingly unaware of our presence. The first vehicle struck a mine and was disabled. Almost immediately, the second half-track was hit by bazooka fire and was destroyed. A brief firefight developed and several enemy soldiers were killed. We had no casualties. The rest withdrew and there was no further activity that night. We still had no firm information on enemy strength, but it was obvious that we were facing some sort of mechanized unit.

“At dawn or shortly thereafter, the Germans attacked straight down the road into the 2nd Platoon’s positions. Infantry was accompanied by armored vehicles. The enemy infantry must have worked their way in close to our positions before they opened fire, because Lieutenant Walas’ call to me in the company CP was that ‘the Krauts are all around us.’

“I was able to get immediate 81mm mortar support from battalion in front of the 2nd Platoon area, which was the most critical point. Lieutenant [John L.] Cooper of the 81mm Mortar Platoon came over to our position immediately and moved into the 2nd Platoon area so he could direct mortar fire more effectively. Cooper did a tremendous job and was probably mainly responsible for slowing down the attack.

“I went forward to see what the 2nd Platoon’s situation was at that time. They had suffered some casualties, but seemed to be organized and holding their own with the 81mm support. I then made a hasty visit to the 1st Platoon area. The attack was on a wider front than I thought and the 1st Platoon was receiving a lot of pressure also, but not as concentrated as the 2nd [Platoon]. I returned to the company CP and committed the 3rd Platoon. I instructed Lieutenant [Howard E.] Jensen to move forward and reinforce the 1st Platoon and attempt to extend the right flank in a way which would allow enfilade fire to be brought down on the advancing enemy troops.”4

Jensen’s platoon moved up to a stone wall at the eastern edge of the woods facing the road. This position gave perfect enfilade fire into the left flank and rear of the attacking German infantry. Sergeant Julius Axman got his men spread out behind the wall just as they were hit. “A Kraut half-track sent four rounds of [77mm] heavy artillery at us. [Private First Class] Sam Durbin was hit and died later. Lieutenant [John J.] Fields was wounded.

“John Burdge, Jules Lankford, and I were sent up to the extreme [right] flank and started to shoot up a lot of Krauts. The half-track also came after us and was shooting his machine gun at us. I can’t believe how lucky we were. I’ll never know why that half-track didn’t come over that rock wall.”5

Dug in near the curve in the road, just behind the 2nd Platoon, was a 57mm antitank gun, with another down the hill just around the curve, positioned to deliver a flank shot on any vehicle making it that far. The two guns were under the command of Lieutenant Jake L. Wertich, with Battery A, 80th AA Battalion. The two half-tracks that had been destroyed before dawn by Company E blocked the road itself. Thick woods prevented armor from using the north side of the road. Therefore, any vehicle advancing would have to use the field south of the road. The ground in that open field was soggy, too wet for the twenty-eight ton Jägdpanzer IV tank destroyers. As the half-tracks moved across the field, Wertich’s gun near the curve in the road knocked out an SdKfz 250/8, mounting a 75mm gun with a flank shot.

Across the river in Trois Ponts, Vandervoort was given a report that morning concerning the identity of the unit they were facing. “First Lieutenant [Eugene A.] Doerfler, the battalion intelligence officer, confirmed the identification of the Germans killed during the night and early morning. The battalion reported to the division that E Company was engaged with elements of the 1st SS Panzer Division.

“In mid-morning a full-scale infantry attack, supported by four or five [tank destroyers], was launched against the company. The attack ended with German soldiers lying dead among the E Company foxholes and with other Germans taken as prisoners. The resistance probably surprised the German commander. The terrain dictated a tentatively held blocking position. The crazy American paratroopers didn’t seem to know how to read a map and persisted in staying at the edge of the woods and covering the road with fire.
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“From the mortar OP we could watch the panzer formations maneuvering and massing for another attack. The road was clogged with panzer grenadiers (in vehicles and afoot), self-propelled artillery, and mobile flak towers. It was an exceptionally well-equipped panzer kampfgruppe of great size—and an ominous sight for a unit that had one small 57mm antitank gun. The young German ‘blackshirts’ killed in the E Company foxholes were determined to power their way to the west. Some of the panzer artillery, mortars, and 20mm flak-wagons began firing into the E Company area.”6

Despite the fire from the battalion’s 81mm mortars and the Company E 60mm mortars, the Germans kept up their attacks. Lieutenant Meddaugh wasn’t sure how much longer they could stop the fanatical SS grenadiers supported by armor. “As the morning wore on, the situation became more tenuous. 2nd Platoon was suffering heavy casualties and it appeared they were not going to be able to hold on much longer. The 1st and 3rd Platoons were also being pressured badly and casualties were mounting. The 2nd Platoon’s situation particularly was getting desperate. The Germans had overrun part of the platoon area and were occupying some of the foxholes dug by our own men. They had captured two or three men in the process. They were last seen being moved to the rear of the enemy lines.

“Captain T. G. Smith, 2nd Battalion executive officer, joined me to get a firsthand assessment of my ability to hold on. It was my opinion that we should withdraw. I felt like we had our back to the wall and, although we had never retreated in our combat history, I was very concerned for the safety of my men, and I began to feel that I was losing control of the fight.”7

Lieutenant Colonel Vandervoort requested permission to withdraw Company E from the eastern side of the Salm River before it was annihilated. “With this vastly superior force bearing down on them, and with their backs to the river, the bluff position was rapidly becoming a trap. Prudence dictated that we pull the company back to the more favorable defensive position on the west side of the river. The terrain would help us separate tanks from infantry and put the clambake on more equal footing. The assistant division commander did not concur.

“There was no better combat company commander than [Lieutenant] Bill Meddaugh. He and his company—about one hundred forty men and officers—were proud, tough, battle-seasoned soldiers. His orders were to stay and try to hold the Germans east of Trois Ponts. Unless ordered off of the position, confronted with being surrounded and captured, they probably would have gone down fighting under the treads of the tanks.

“Disaster seemed imminent. Facing the better part of a panzer division, not one man of E Company left his fighting position. They were superb.

“Determined not to lose E Company, I sent Company F across the river to the south to try to hit the next German tank attack in the flank. This would facilitate breaking off the engagement if we could get permission (or when I decided, to hell with permission) to pull E Company back.”8

Vandervoort ordered Company F to move up the hill through the wooded area on the right flank of Company E. When they emerged from the woods, they would be on the right flank of Company E and would be able to deliver devastating fire into the German infantry moving across the open field toward Company E.

Lieutenant Rusty Hays’ Company F platoon would deploy on Company F’s right flank, moving just inside the woods with the eastern edge of the woods, opening to a field to his right. Hays had equipped one of his scouts, Private First Class Paul V. Zahurance, with the extra BAR that he scrounged back in France. Unknown to Hays, SS Panzer Grenadiers were moving through that field to find a way to flank Company E. “With our scouts out in front, we started through the woods. On our right was a foggy, open field, with a ditch running along the edge of the woods in the direction of our advance. The scout with the BAR [Zahurance] was walking down the ditch. Suddenly, he threw his BAR up and emptied his twenty round magazine straight down the ditch, knocking out an entire German squad trotting along the ditch toward us. That BAR saved some lives of my platoon. He couldn’t have knocked out the entire squad if he had been armed with a rifle.

“Right then, I knew we were facing a well trained enemy. Almost immediately the rest of the Germans began moving through the fog to get around our right flank. With the fog we couldn’t see them. But, we could hear them shouting commands as they ran. They may have been well trained, but our men could think for themselves. Without a word from me, the machine gunner ran a few steps into the open field, knelt and put his machine gun across his knee, and ripped off a six foot belt of grazing fire in the direction of the voices. We could actually hear the bullets hit home. His assistant gunner came up with a tripod and a box of ammo, and they hosed down the field pretty thoroughly. That stopped the attack, dead.”9

Corporal Don McKeage and the rest of Company F emerged at the edge of the woods “just in time to save E Company’s ass, as the Germans really hit them head on. We ended up on E Company’s right flank, as the German column plowed on. We shot the hell out of them.”10

Meanwhile, Colonel Ekman had been alerted of the situation east of Trois Ponts while coordinating the tie-in on his southern flank with the 508th. After Colonel Ekman was briefed, he conferred with the assistant division commander, Colonel Ira P. Swift. They decided to order a withdrawal. Swift returned to Vandervoort’s command post and told Vandervoort, “Bring them back.” Vandervoort immediately told his operations officer, First Lieutenant Charles E. “Pinky” Sammon, to radio that order to Lieutenant Meddaugh and Lieutenant Harold Case, the Company F commander.

Vandervoort then jumped in his jeep and headed across the river to the Company E CP. “As we passed the 57mm gun, the crew was getting ready to move back into the town. We arrived at the Company CP at the same time that a combined infantry and tank assault was culminating its attack on the company’s foxholes. Four or more tanks, with infantry, were closing across the open area to the right front and spraying the edge of the woods with machine gun and cannon fire.

“The first wave of the German infantry assault was momentarily piled up on the left side of the highway by a deadly fusillade across the open road. I ran to Meddaugh and told him to get his men back into town to constitute the battalion reserve, and to DO IT NOW! Bill passed the word to his company to withdraw. They began moving back through the woods accompanied by a hailstorm of bullets pruning bark and leaves from the trees. A panzer grenadier company pushed across the road—some shouting in English, ‘Halt, Americans! You are surrounded.’

“Meanwhile, Corporal Jerome Russell, my driver/radio operator, had whipped the jeep around. Taking ‘T. G.’[Smith] with me, I jumped back in and we started down to Trois Ponts—urged on by swarms of 9mm slugs from Schmeisser machine pistols. Halfway down the road we passed the 57mm AT gun jackknifed into a ditch and abandoned by its crew.

“The left flank of E Company, hit by the full weight of the panzer infantry’s flanking assault, maintained their composure and kept their weapons. But with the Germans flowing behind them on the other side of the road, they could only move into the concealment of the thick woods and towards the bluff. Farther to the right, tanks and their accompanying infantry were slower to close. The E Company troopers were making the panzer grenadiers with their [tank destroyers] pay a high price for progress across open ground. Ordered to withdraw, the troopers, with their previously learned lessons in close-quarter fighting at Nijmegen, Holland, intuitively improvised ‘walking fire’ in reverse. Moving backward and using the trees for cover, they simply out-shot any pursuer who crowded them too closely.”11

Lieutenant Jake Wertich and the crew of the 57mm gun near the curve assisted in the withdrawal by continuing to fire on enemy infantry and vehicles. However, SS grenadiers had penetrated through the woods immediately north of the road, where they had overrun part of the 2nd Platoon of Company E and the six bazooka teams. The Germans continued through the woods and suddenly began firing on Wertich’s gun crew, killing and wounding some of them. Corporal Stokes M. Taylor grabbed a BAR and ordered the surviving crew members who could make it, down the hill, while he courageously covered their withdrawal. Taylor fired clip after clip into the Germans, pinning them down. As the Germans pursuing Company E came across the open field toward the edge of the woods where Company E had been dug in, Taylor engaged them as well. Taylor was hit by rifle fire and killed as the grenadiers concentrated their fire on him. Around the bend in the road, Corporal Gordon Walberg got the other 57mm gun hitched up to the jeep, but before they could turn it around in the road, Germans coming through the woods shot down the crew, killing and wounding almost everyone. Walberg and a few others managed to make it down the hill.

Meanwhile, Lieutenant Wertich remained with the other gun, manning it by himself, to keep German armor from gaining the road, until he too was shot down. Lieutenant Jake L. Wertich and Corporal Stokes M. Taylor were both later posthumously awarded the Distinguished Service Cross.

Lieutenant Meddaugh had not had time to direct an orderly withdrawal back to Trois Ponts. “The withdrawal was disorganized and men formed small groups in the attempt to get out. I had the company headquarters group and a few men from 3rd Platoon who had become separated and drifted back. As we started to move down the road, we came under automatic weapons fire. The Germans had been able to break through at some point and put fire on the road.

“We considered dropping down the side of the cliff to the ground below, but it was about a twenty-foot drop. I rejected that move, and by moving in single file and staying close to the bank on the side of the road, we managed to work our way down the road to the bridge.

“This was not the bridge at the edge of town; this bridge went over railroad tracks. Due to the small-arms fire being directed at the bridge, we were forced to dash, one by one, across it. We crossed the river on a small foot bridge and moved through town to an assembly point. The rest of the company made their way back by similar means and drifted in over the next hour or two.”12

Lieutenant Colonel Vandervoort had barely made it back to the town in the jeep without being killed or captured. Now he watched his troopers appear at the top of the bluff created by the railroad cut. “When they reached the edge of the bluff, they jumped down the shear cliff, picked themselves up, and ran the one-hundred-yard gauntlet across the two roads, railroad bed, and river, under the cover of friendly protective fire delivered by our troops on the other side of the river. The latter had been told to engage any Germans appearing on the bluff.

“A number of troopers injured their backs and limbs—sprains and breaks—leaping down the cliffs, but no one was left behind. Other members of the company would grab the injured and drag them along.

“It was an opportune time for the Germans to start pushing into the town of Trois Ponts. E Company was in momentary disarray. F Company was still on the other side of the Salm. D Company was downstream holding off another attempted German crossing. Battalion headquarters, the Headquarters Company, and those ‘damned engineers’ were all that stood in the way of a major breakthrough. Troopers and engineers, dug in along the riverbank and in the Trois Ponts houses, fought back with their .30-caliber and .50-caliber machine guns. We blew the highway bridge over the Salm as soon as the last E Company trooper cleared the area. More German infantry opened fire along the bluff. The Germans and Americans engaged in rapid-fire machine gun and rifle fire at ranges from one hundred fifty to three hundred yards. The Germans began hosing the streets of Trois Ponts with their automatic weapons. But the exposed rim of the cliff was no place to duel with dug-in defenders. The paratroopers settled down to some old fashioned sharpshooting and spilled a lot of blood on the bluff.”13

Company D, 505th, holding the sector of the Salm River south of Trois Ponts, across from the tiny village of La Tour, where both a railroad and a highway crossed the river, was hit shortly after Company E was attacked on the east side. Under cover of suppressing fire from the wooded hill on the other side of the river, grenadiers charged across the open area near the eastern bank of the river. Lieutenant Joe Meyers had just returned from the other side of the river and was caught out of his foxhole, taking cover behind the railroad embankment.

“As the Germans advanced, we opened fire and slowed their progress. Suddenly, friendly artillery fire began to fall on the attacking force and they withdrew into the dense woods.”14

Lieutenant Meddaugh assembled the Company E survivors of the fight behind the hill to the west of the town to regroup. “The casualty figures—killed, wounded and/or captured were high compared to previous combat situations. It was a particularly traumatic experience in that the company was for the most part overrun, or at least penetrated in some areas. Our relatively disorganized withdrawal added to the shock. As we regrouped, most of the men were in a high state of excitement. I remember one 2nd Platoon man specifically losing control of himself, and he had to be restrained and ultimately evacuated. We never saw him again.

“In spite of this, we were able to quickly reorganize and prepare to move back into Trois Ponts. That order came through shortly, and we moved into defensive positions in houses on the edge of the river, where we stayed for the next day or two.”15

At Cheneux, the 504th planned a final attack commencing at 5:00 p.m., to secure the little village and wipe out the German bridgehead across the Amblève River. Supporting the attack would be the tank destroyer platoon that had been attached earlier. The 3rd Battalion, less Company G, moved through the town of Monceau, south of Cheneux. The tank destroyer platoon preceded the attack by systematically blasting each building in Cheneux held by Peiper’s men, forcing their withdrawal. Following this, the 3rd Battalion, less Company G, attacked toward Cheneux from the south, while the 1st Battalion, less Company A, with Company G attached, attacked through the town with the tank destroyers, against the enemy rear guard, securing Cheneux and the high ground overlooking the Amblève River.

The 504th had destroyed or captured four self-propelled 20mm guns, one Mark VI tank, two 77mm self-propelled guns, two personnel carriers, six halftracks, one 105mm howitzer, and several machine guns. A prisoner interrogated by the division G-2 section indicated that five enemy companies had been wiped out. The cost had been steep. The 504th suffered 23 killed and 202 wounded. Company B had no officers and 18 men left, while Company C had 38 men and 3 officers remaining for duty.

Corporal George Graves with the 504th S-1 section described the scene of the aftermath of the fighting. “The surrounding terrain was the worst example I had ever seen of what results when a large number of men are out to kill each other. Broken rifles, loose ammunition, countless helmets, bloody GI clothes and bandages, belts of machine gun ammo, mortar shells, all sort of miscellaneous items were strewn about the bald hill and ditches along the sides of the road. Dead bodies were everywhere. Living troopers, glassy-eyed and expressionless, were hugging holes scrapped out of the banks bordering the road. The overall scene was so sickening that it made you want to shout out to God: ‘Why was all this necessary?’”16

The 1st Battalion, 504th (less Company A), and the 1st Platoon, Company C, 307th Engineer Battalion, would later be awarded a Presidential Unit Citation for the fighting at Cheneux.

That night, Lieutenant Joe Meyers, with Company D, 505th, was lying in his slit trench near the west bank of the Salm River trying to get some rest after four days of little sleep. “We heard screams for help in English coming from the German-held hill. The Germans had captured several wounded E Company troopers. We assumed the 1st SS Panzer was torturing our comrades. I was one of many troopers who made a mental note to avenge this foul deed if the opportunity presented itself.”17

Elements of Kampfgruppe Hansen were desperate to find a crossing over the Salm to drive north to the rescue of Kampfgruppe Peiper and to continue their drive west toward the Meuse River, Liège, and ultimately Antwerp. A couple of miles south of Trois Ponts, at the tiny village of Rochelinval, lay the next road bridge that held the possibility of supporting heavy armor. In addition, a foot bridge over the river was located about 250 yards north of the road bridge. Holding Rochelinval was the responsibility of Company I, 505th. The troopers dug in near the two bridges, along the embankment of the railroad cut that ran parallel to the river and on the steep hill behind the railroad cut. Company I had established outposts across the river at La Neuville and were patrolling the east of the river.

Sergeant Bill Tucker, with Company I, was across the river about dusk on the 21st, checking on the outposts. “Private [Willis E.] Maglothin had a light machine gun set up at one outpost across the river with his assistant gunner, [Private] Gus Augustine. The outpost was about fifty yards from the river and seventy-five yards from a bend in the road ahead coming from the east. They had also placed antitank mines across the road on its surface. Suddenly, the rumble of tanks was heard and the noise of men yelling, and several black-clad Germans came around the bend in front of a huge tank. These were SS troops who simply picked up the mines and threw them aside. At that point, to my surprise, Maglothin fired at the tank with his little light machine gun. The long tank turret swung around toward us and I dove into the nearest depression, somehow remaining unscathed as a shell exploded nearby.

“We had to drag a badly wounded Maglothin back across the river, which ended the outpost. Gus Augustine had been hit in the leg by [shrapnel from] the tank cannon and was to go back with the other outpost group, but he was in such pain that he could not be moved, and was captured by the Germans.”18

Company I medic Private First Class John R. “Jack” Lyons was also across the river with the outposts. “[Private Calvin C.] Gilbert opened up with a bazooka and knocked out a half-track and set it on fire. Then the tanks opened up on us, and the shells went over and hit the ground behind us. When the tanks continued to fire, we got the order from [Lieutenant Charles R.] Christian to pull back across the river.”19

Just as the troopers manning the outposts made it back across the river, Tucker could hear German armored vehicles “making a rush for the wooden vehicle bridge, which was blown up along with another German tracked vehicle just as it reached the bridge. Then a heavy firefight took place from one side of the river to the other. It was pitch black, and the darkness became like daylight at times, lit by the tracer bullets and explosions. The Germans were unloading with 20 and 40mm automatic gunfire, as well as occasional tank cannons. They kept their tanks just inside the wood line along the roads running from the east. The ‘Okite’ [code name for Company I, 505th] main line replied with rifle and machine guns, and also well aimed bazooka shells.”20

Captain Jack Isaacs, the twenty-two-year-old commanding officer of Company G, 505th, held the sector of the river south of Rochelinval at Grand-Halleux and Petit-Halleux. “We established our defensive positions with one platoon (thirty to forty men) east of the river in Grand-Halleux. We also had a three-man outpost on the high ground east of Grand-Halleux with communication thereto. We maintained patrol contact with our outpost to the east, and beyond, but made no contact with the enemy. My remaining two platoons were on the west bank of the river in Petit-Halleux. They occupied positions on the high ground immediately to the west.

“Because of the chaos created by the German breakthrough, there were scattered elements of other units in our general area. Colonel Kaiser had commandeered a wandering section of (two) 90mm tank destroyers, and my company had found an abandoned quad mount (four barrels) .50-caliber AA gun, which my men could operate. The two tank destroyers were placed on the road leading to the west from Petit-Halleux, about half way up the hill and behind some houses for concealment. The quad-fifty was also in this area but across the road to the north from where it could fire onto the river and Grand-Halleux. I also had on call, if needed, the battalion 81mm mortars and a battery of artillery from division. I also had my own 60mm mortars (three). I established my company headquarters in the red brick building, just west of the railroad on the north side of the road.”21

Staff Sergeant Wheatley “Chris” Christensen had been in England when the division was moved out for Werbomont. He caught up with his Company G on December 22. “I reported in to Company G where I was a Staff Sergeant in charge of the 1st Squad, 3rd Platoon. There I was told we were in Petit-Halleux, Belgium, on the Salm River.

“To the right of Petit-Halleux was the 2nd Platoon, and to the left of the town on the CP side was the 3rd Platoon in company reserve. The 2nd Squad of the platoon was across the Salm River with the 1st Platoon. On taking over my squad, I found them dug-in about a couple of hundred yards west of and running parallel to the railroad. Farther back up the hill was the mortar squad position, and just a little to the north was a machine gun section from 3rd Battalion Headquarters Company. I don’t remember if this section was attached to us, but it was a welcome addition. Plenty of big guns [were] firing in the distance, but nothing close. One thing I did notice, which I thought strange, was the number of civilians that were still around. Usually when something was brewing they would be long gone. Looking back, what choice did they have? There were no safe places to go.

“That evening, shortly after dark everything was quiet and then in comes a few small-caliber mortar shells. These fell harmlessly in and did no damage, as everyone was dug in, but it told me two things: first, [the enemy] knew our position, and second, he has sent his calling card. About this time I left my hole to alert my men and remind them not to fire until I gave the signal. We had troops across the river. Earlier in the day, I had given them all the information I had on their location. Things again got quiet, and then [there was] some heavy firing in the vicinity of where our outpost was. When you heard only the German weapons, you could surmise the outpost had been overrun. The firing then started to pick up as Jerry started down the hill and ran into the platoon [that] was across the river.”22

However, Captain Isaacs received a message from the outpost before all three troopers were killed. “From our company headquarters I made contact with Sergeant [Willie B.] Beaty, the commander of the post, and he informed me that there were many Germans attacking our main line with a tactic that I had not seen before, in spite of experience in Sicily, Italy, Normandy, and Holland. They came charging down that hill—screaming and shouting and trying to dislodge us. We thought then, and still do, that it was a battalion of SS troops, so we would have been outnumbered about seven to one.”23

Meanwhile, Christensen ordered his men on the west side of the river to continue to hold their fire. “We still hadn’t opened up yet, as I still didn’t know the location of the troops. The fighting about now was getting very intense.”24

After receiving the message from the outpost, Captain Isaacs grabbed his weapon and left the CP to check on his men. “I immediately went to the bridge site and found my platoon in Grand-Halleux being driven back across the river with Germans in hot pursuit. The bridge had been prepared for demolition by our engineer battalion and was manned by a detachment from that unit. The bridge was blown with Germans on it.”25

In the darkness, punctuated by tracer fire across the river, Christensen peered across the river looking for signs of the 1st Platoon withdrawing. “About this time there was a tremendous explosion and I knew the bridge had been blown. The ones who hadn’t made it back across the river by now, probably wouldn’t. About this time Jerry made his second and maybe third fatal mistake of the evening. They must have been all crowded together and were screaming to the top of their lungs while charging down the hill. By all this yelling, we knew their exact location. Darn near as good as seeing them. This was our cue to open up. When we opened up, I think everything started firing at the same time. I had never seen anything before or after, that could equal such a concentrated wall of fire that we laid down on them that evening.”26
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Hearing his two platoons on the western side of the river open up, Captain Isaacs grabbed the company radio. “I called for our artillery and mortar support fire, which was delivered promptly. Also, at this time the quad-fifty came into action with devastating results. The Salm was no barrier to foot soldiers and there were Germans attempting to cross the river by wading it.

“The quad-fifty and our other supporting fire brought the German advance to a halt at the river’s edge. To my knowledge, not a single German soldier reached the west bank, nor was any further attempt made by them to do so while we were in these positions. We subsequently learned from prisoners that the screaming attack had worked on less experienced units and some of them had broken. We had not.”27

Christensen saw tracers coming from positions along the river both upstream and downstream from the Company G positions. “There was fire coming from support groups I wasn’t even aware we had. After awhile the firing stopped almost as quickly as it had started. At this time there was a hush that fell over the valley that was real eerie. There wasn’t a sound from either side for a few moments. When the silence was broken you could hear them screaming in pain, begging for help, moaning, pleading, some I even remember cussing us in English. We must have massacred them. I can’t believe Jerry would make such stupid mistakes as he made that night.

“Shortly after the fighting had stopped, I was given orders to move my squad out of my present position and set up a defensive line between the railroad track and the river, running parallel in between. I had the men dig in about fifty feet apart and I stayed in the center with my assistant down on the far end. We hadn’t much more than got dug in, when our artillery started shelling. Luckily, this didn’t last too long, as I am not too sure we weren’t getting as much as Jerry.

“Anyway, things quieted down for the rest of the night. You could still hear them on the other side of the river tending to their wounded and carting them out. [There was a lot of vehicle traffic also.

“In this present position, it felt like you could darn near reach out and touch them. To make things more eerie, there was now a fog beginning to settle in. I couldn’t see much, but sound sure travels. All night long I was thinking about this exposed position and the trouble we will be in come daylight, but I am sure we will be pulled out before then.”28

The Company G troopers remained on alert the rest of the night, but the Germans didn’t attempt another crossing. Just before sunrise the next morning, Isaacs heard someone shouting from the far side of the river. “Inadvertently, we had left one of our men on the east side of the river. During the night he had made his way as close to the river as he could and near dawn he shouted to our side that he was coming across. He made a mad dash for our side and surprisingly drew no fire from the Germans. He survived this ordeal only to die a few weeks later in another battle.

“From the top windows of my headquarters building I could see the whole area. Daylight of 23 December revealed five enemy tanks to our front, on the hill and at the edge of the woods. The section of tank destroyers was called into action and one of them fired three rounds, hitting two of the tanks and setting one of them afire. The others withdrew into the woods but not before returning fire and wounding one of the crewmen of the tank destroyer. I subsequently learned that it was customary for a TD section to withdraw if it lost a crewman; therefore we lost this heavy antitank defense. I thought this a strange practice, if true, because we manned our weapons until there was no one left to man them. Other than sniping there was no further enemy action at this position.”29

Shortly after dawn, Christensen became concerned about the exposed position of his squad. “The Jerries on the hill at Grand-Halleux were going to be looking right down our throats. If not picking us off, he could’ve at least kept us pinned down. The fog was beginning to lift and I realized it is now or never. I sent word, passing it down the line from man to man for them to stay down. I was going to try and break out and get help. My hope was Jerry will get caught napping. My luck ran out just about two-thirds of the way from where there was some cover. One guy opened up on me, but his aim was off and I was able to jump in a hole with one of my men, who was dug in there. I stayed there in that position as long as I dared and I tried to make it the rest of the way. Either luck was with me or he was a bad shot, because I made it to cover without getting hit.

“Alex Jones in the next hole saw me make it out, so he tried the same stunt. He didn’t go ten steps before he was hit and was down. I crawled back as close as my cover allowed and called out to him. Getting no response, I did not know if he was alive or dead. About this time I looked over to the railroad embankment and I saw one of our medics, Chris Perry, standing on top holding a Red Cross flag. One man started firing at him, but his aim was off and the bullets kicked up dust at Chris’ feet. He stood perfectly still and the guy quit firing.

“Chris then walked down off the embankment and over to Jonesie. He rolled him over and patched him up. He then proceeded to get Jonesie to his feet and helped him off the field into the house where the platoon CP was. I couldn’t believe this. I had never seen a more heroic act. Incidentally, I doubt if Chris even got a pat on the back for this act. Another thing I couldn’t believe was, the Germans letting him get away with it. I suppose we let them get their wounded out the night before, so maybe they were returning the favor.

“About this time I made it up to the CP. Everything was in an uproar. Colonel Kaiser, the battalion commander, was on his way. He no more than came in, when he saw and understood my predicament. He called in some smoke. I was told to go back and alert the men what to expect and to get ready.

“I hadn’t much more than gotten back when I could hear the shells coming. It was a perfect drop. You couldn’t have painted a better one. From the time the smoke shells landed until the time it took the men to vacate their positions, I think it would have broken a record.

“After the last ordeal, we moved back to our original positions. Nobody slept last evening, so most of them were catching a few winks.”30

Between Trois Ponts and Rochelinval, the 505th’s regimental sergeant major, Howard Melvin, was commanding of a makeshift force defending that sector of the river. “Colonel Ekman was disturbed by a long, open space between the 2nd and 3rd Battalions on the 505th’s line west of the Salm River. He said he would send me troopers from headquarters and service companies, and I should place them on line to fill the breach. Two trucks brought forty troopers into the area. I briefed them on their mission, saw that they had ample ammo, [and] told them they were only to fire directly to their front. I then placed them along the open space with orders to dig in and set their weapon sights at three hundred yards.

“Then I tied in both ends. The 505th’s Company I was on the right of my group and Company D was on the left. Each of these companies had set up two machine guns to fire an X-pattern to cover the open area. The machine guns had excellent fields of fire, and we told them not to change their X-pattern, if a few of the enemy got through, as we now had forty riflemen in the gap to take care of that problem.”31

When a platoon from the 1st SS Panzer Grenadier Regiment began an assault crossing on December 22, Melvin’s scratch force was ready. “When the Germans attacked, everyone fired! The headquarters and service troopers only had M1 rifles, but the enemy was being cut down right in front of them, with many floundering in the knee-high Salm River. When the attack was over, the cooks from the Service Company were ecstatic, yelling how many they had killed. Of course, it wasn’t all [because of] their fire, as the crossfire of the machine guns did most of the damage.

“[Lieutenant Colonel] Kaiser took a group out to the river, looking for survivors to capture and interrogate. No second attack came.”32

The 505th held the Salm River line, despite attempts by the 1st SS Panzer Division to capture a bridge or establish a bridgehead across the river. The fate of Kampfgruppe Peiper was sealed.

After an all night march, by dawn on December 21, the 508th was in position on the Thier-du-Mont ridgeline, from Rencheux on the Salm River across from Vielsalm west to Grand-Sart. Company A, commanded by Captain Jonathan E. “Jock” Adams, Jr., was assigned a sector of the 508th defense line on the Salm River across from the town of Vielsalm. The 508th sector was the farthest south and east of the entire 82nd Airborne Division. East of Vielsalm, the US 7th Armored Division and the remnants of the US 106th Infantry Division, occupying a salient around St.-Vith, were being attacked from three sides by powerful German forces. The only supply routes and lines of retreat were the roads through Vielsalm and Salmchâteau.

Captain Adams made a careful study of the terrain before deploying his company. “The Salm River is actually a small stream about ten feet wide, running from south to north. Under ordinary circumstances this would not be considered much of a barrier. However, at this point of the country, the current was very swift and had cut a gorge about eight feet deep, thus being unfordable to both vehicles and foot soldiers.

“Two railroad bridges and a wooden road bridge were the only means of crossing. On the eastern side of the river and immediately to the north of the road crossing, the terrain was heavily wooded. The ground rose very gradually for about two hundred yards, and then, very sharply. In Vielsalm there were buildings on a cliff overlooking the river. These were about fifty to seventy-five feet above the streambed. On the west side of the river a railroad ran parallel to the stream. Beyond it, the ground rose sharply to a height of one hundred feet, for a stretch of about four hundred yards.

“The platoons were assigned their defensive positions—the 1st Platoon on the right, the 3rd Platoon on the left, and the 2nd Platoon in reserve. In assigning these positions, I kept two things in mind. First, there would be no withdrawal. Consequently, I disregarded any consideration as to routes for this. I reasoned that resupply, and the feeding of the platoons could be accomplished at night under cover of darkness. Secondly, my mission was to keep the enemy from crossing the Salm River. It was therefore necessary in some instances to sacrifice fields of fire for observation on the opposite bank of the Salm.

“The 3rd Platoon was to maintain contact with B Company. There was a gap of about three hundred yards between the two companies. However, it was open ground, and could easily be covered by fire in the daytime, and patrols at night. Two squads of the 3rd Platoon were placed on the slight knoll located in the triangle formed by the railroads. Once contact had been made with the Germans, it would be impossible to move to or from this knoll in the daytime. However, it was the only site which could command the banks of the river immediately to the north of the road bridge.

“The 1st Platoon on the right was in somewhat the same plight as the Third. They were located on the forward slopes of a hill, completely devoid of any cover or concealment.

“The 2nd Platoon in reserve was astride the road. Because of the numerous houses, it was necessary to have them well forward. At the most, they were only fifty yards behind the two front platoons.”33

Captain Adams immediately put his men to work organizing and improving the company’s defensive position. “Individual foxholes were dug, and overhead cover was constructed, so that each one was virtually a fortress. Wire was laid to all positions. Each platoon was equipped with German field telephones, which had been secured in previous campaigns. Officers and noncommissioned officers became acquainted with the replacements they had received four days previously.

“Some of the more serious shortages in equipment, such as overcoats, shoes, and machine gun tripods, were made up from the meager supplies that the division had managed to secure. Shortages of supply were also supplemented by equipment thrown away by retreating American forces. Footwear more and more became an item of importance. Snow followed by rain had created a slush, which soon penetrated the parachute boots everyone was wearing. It did not take the men long to locate a supply dump of the 106th Division containing overshoes. Requests were made to have these issued, but were refused. By various means the men of A Company managed to secure overshoes nevertheless.”34

The 325th arrived on the morning of December 21 and established a line from Grand-Sart to Hebronval. The 1st Battalion, 325th sector extended along a ridgeline from Grand-Sart, where they tied in with the 508th, westward, where they tied in with the 2nd Battalion, 401st, whose sector ran west from north of Regne to Hebronval. One platoon of Company F, 325th, was outposted in Regne. The remainder of the 2nd Battalion, 325th, remained in division reserve.

On the afternoon of the 22nd, 25 enemy tanks leading an enemy column of another one hundred vehicles was spotted moving north through the town of Ottre. The tanks entered Joubieval while the column closed up in Ottre. Company A, 325th, had an outpost in Ottre and another up on a hill northeast of the town, while the company was dug in on the north side of the main highway from Salmchâteau to Baraque-de-Fraiture. Sergeant Harold Owens, in charge of the Weapons Platoon 60mm mortar section, was back in the town of Grand-Sart, just behind the main line of resistance north of the highway, when the Germans moved into Ottre. “Our outpost in Ottre withdrew and the outpost on the hill withdrew.

“Lieutenant [Bill] Williams, one of our platoon leaders, said, ‘Say sergeant, let’s go up there and see what’s going on.’

“I said, ‘Yes sir,’ and I took off with the lieutenant. We went up to the front line and crossed the road. We had just gotten into the edge of this little town of Ottre when that whole town went up in the air and came down in pieces. I looked at the lieutenant and I told him, ‘Lieutenant, let’s get the hell out of here. You’re going to get me killed.’ We cut off back across the road.

“There was an observer for a 155 battalion up on the hill to our right. He had fired that battalion of artillery into that town and he had caught the Germans cold and really plastered them.”35

The barrage devastated the enemy column. Forward observers on the ridge-line north of Ottre kept the artillery fire adjusted to deliver a death blow to the column, later identified as part of the 2nd SS Panzer Division.

On December 22, Captain Adams was informed that the 7th Armored Division, Combat Command B of the 9th Armored Division, and remnants of the 106th Division would begin pulling back over the Salm River in the 508th sector. “A platoon from Company D, 307th Engineers, prepared the three bridges in front of A Company for demolition. A small detachment was left to supervise their destruction. A Company was given the responsibility of seeing that this was accomplished. I instructed the 2nd Platoon leader [Lieutenant George Lamm] to place a squad of men as outposts at the approaches to the bridges. During daylight, these were to be well forward, but at night the platoon leader was to pull them in, so that they would not be cut off.

“During the 22nd and 23rd of December, there was a constant flow of traffic from the front. I was greatly concerned about the effect it would have on the morale of the men to see everyone taking off to the rear, knowing that they themselves were to stay. I was especially concerned that the men might become infected with the state of terror of the majority of these retreating forces. It was no uncommon occurrence to see groups of ten and twenty men, who had thrown all their arms away in order that they might travel faster. I put out the order that none of my men would be allowed to speak to any of these troops, and they would not be allowed to stop in the A Company area. My fear, however, were unfounded.”36

As a tank destroyer from the 7th Armored Division moved west from Salmchâteau on the highway toward Fraiture, the commander spotted a lone trooper from the 325th digging a foxhole for an outpost near the road. The commander stopped the vehicle and asked him if this was the frontline. The trooper, Private First Class Vernon L. Haught, with Company F, 325th, looked up and said, “Are you looking for a safe place?”

The tank destroyer commander answered, “Yeah.”

Haught then said, “Well buddy, just pull your vehicle behind me. I’m the 82nd Airborne, and this is as far as the bastards are going.”

A US Army historian researching the Ardennes campaign would discover this story, and it would become part of the legend of the division, and later, a recruiting poster. It exemplified the fighting spirit of the men of the division. No matter what the odds, no matter the circumstances, they felt they would always prevail against the enemy.

Of all of the critical points around the division’s huge perimeter, the one General Gavin was most concerned about was the division’s right flank, where the 560th Volksgrenadier Division and, more importantly, the 2nd SS Panzer Division threatened to drive a wedge between the 82nd Airborne Division and the 3rd Armored Division to the west. Gavin worked to shift his forces to meet that threat. “Enemy pressure built up in intensity all along the southern front. It was easily handled south of Thier-du-Mont. The enemy, however, showed promise of getting out of hand on the right, apparently wide open beyond Regne. I therefore ordered the release of the division reserve battalion of the 325 to the regimental commander of that regiment and ordered one battalion of the 504, the 2nd Battalion, to move at once to the ridge 5,000 yards southwest of Lierneux. These troops went into position during daylight of December 23.

“It was becoming increasingly evident that the German was determined to ultimately reach Werbomont and move north towards Aywaille and Liège. Colonel Billingslea, Commanding Officer of the 325th Glider Infantry, was ordered to extend his right flank to include the Fraiture ridge. No firm contact with the 3rd Armored Division on our right appeared possible.

“The Fraiture crossroads began to assume increasing importance. From my viewpoint, its loss would mean that German armor which we had successfully turned back from Trois Ponts to Regne, with the aid of both terrain and a very active defense, would bypass the division and occupy the Lierneux-Regne ridge mass; thus preventing us from accomplishing our present mission of covering the withdrawal of the St.-Vith troops. I accordingly ordered Colonel Billingslea to again extend his right flank and to include in his defensive organization the crossroads southwest of Fraiture. This he did by sending Company F, under Captain [Junior R.] Woodruff, to the area.”37

Since December 19, the vital Baraque-de-Fraiture crossroads had been defended by a patchwork group of units. Initially, D Troop of the 7th Armored Division’s 87th Cavalry Squadron, four half-tracks with quadruple .50-caliber machine guns of the 203rd AAA Battalion, and three howitzers of Battery A, 589th FA Battalion, had dug in around the flat crossroads, surrounded on three sides by thick forests. On the afternoon of December 21, they were joined by two platoons of Sherman tanks and Battery A, 54th Armored Artillery Battalion from the 3rd Armored Division’s Task Force Jones and two 105mm assault guns. This composite force was under the command of Major Arthur C. Parker, III, the commander of the 589th FA Battalion.

Major Elliott Goldstein, the 589th’s executive officer, was second in command. “During the evening [of December 21] a squad from the 504th Parachute Infantry reported in. At about the same time, we were informed by Task Force Jones that they had received orders to withdraw and that they would be relieved by a battalion of the 325th Glider Infantry. One company of glider infantry was to come in from the north at 03:00, and the remainder of the battalion was to enter the position from the east at daylight. The parachute squad was commanded by Staff Sergeant Wehner. I was impressed by the confidence of the paratroopers. They were completely professional, very ‘cool’ and enjoyed the respect that we amateur soldiers gave them. There were two assignments for them. Sergeant Wehner was asked to detach two men and assign them to rendezvous with the company of the 325th Glider Infantry, which was to come in from the north, and lead them into position. The second assignment was to patrol the woods to the east and south and determine the German positions and their strength. The patrol reported back, after scouting the woods to the east, that the Germans were digging in. They did not patrol to the south. Authority was so divided that we could not give the paratroopers a direct order, but only make requests of them.

“There was a heavy snowfall during the night, which added to our difficulties. All of us were in and out of the weather, but moisture soaked through shoes, and the freezing temperature increased the danger of trenchfoot. I had been outside during the night and concluded that Germans were preparing to attack before daybreak. We heard vehicles moving and were aware of movements of infantry. We decided that rather than waiting for the Germans to attack, we would make a preemptive strike, simulating a counterattack by our forces. We commenced firing at 05:30. Between the indirect fire of the armored field artillery, the direct fire of our three howitzers and the fire of the .50-caliber machine guns, it sounded like a full-scale battle.

“Again, our lack of communication resulted in disaster. The company from the 325th Glider Infantry, which was approaching from the north, heard the sound of firing and very properly deployed in a defensive position about two hundred yards north of the crossroads. At about 08:00 the tanks and Lieutenant Pratt, the forward observer for the armored field artillery, left as directed by their orders of the night before. At 12:00 [December 22] one company of the 325th Glider Infantry arrived, guided in by scouts from the 504th Parachute Infantry.”38

The Baraque-de-Fraiture crossroads, a flat, open field with a few stone farm buildings surrounded by woods, would shortly become a seething cauldron. After the commander of Company F, 325th, Captain Junior Woodruff, met with Major Parker and Major Goldstein, he deployed one platoon on the perimeter to relieve the 589th FA Battalion men. While doing this, they were subjected to a heavy mortar barrage, which inflicted fifteen casualties among Woodruff’s men. That night, Company F relieved the outpost perimeter, while German infantry moved through the woods and set up a line along the edge of the woods north of the crossroads that ran all the way to the Vielsalm highway.

At 4:30 a.m. on December 23, German artillery began pounding the crossroads defenders. Automatic weapons fire raked the defenders, followed by an infantry assault from the northeast and southeast that lasted until 9:45 a.m. Fortunately, a thick fog shrouded the defenders from view of most of the Germans’ aimed fire at long range. The German attacks on the perimeter were met with murderous fire from .50-caliber machine guns, 105mm howitzers, and small arms. The flat, open fields were a killing field, with tracers from both sides crisscrossing from every imaginable direction. Artillery and mortar explosions rocked the edge of the forest, the gun positions of the defenders, and the few stone buildings at the crossroads. During the attacks in the morning, a German officer and a sergeant were captured, and upon interrogation they were found to be members of the 2nd SS Panzer Division. The 82nd Airborne Division was now facing elements of two SS Panzer Divisions.

About seventy-five grenadiers from 2nd SS Panzer Division attacked the 2nd Battalion, 325th, holding the village of Fraiture just before daylight on the 23rd of December. The attack caught many of the troopers eating breakfast in the houses. The initial attack almost succeeded, but a strong counterattack led personally by Major Richard M. Gibson threw back the Germans, killing at least fifty of the grenadiers.

To the east along the Salm River at Vielsalm, Captain Jonathan Adams, commanding Company A, 508th, was given new orders as the battle at the crossroads raged. “On the morning of the 23rd, I was told that the 7th Armored Division was withdrawing its screening forces. The northern railway bridge would be blown at 15:00 hours, and the other two bridges would be destroyed at 22:00 hours, or immediately after all of the troops of the 7th had been withdrawn—whichever was earlier.

“The company was alerted; especially the outposts of the 2nd Platoon, whose leader [Lieutenant George Lamm] made a special point of checking the demolition charges.”39

Around 4:00 p.m., a regiment of the 2nd SS Panzer Division made an allout assault on the Baraque-de-Fraiture crossroads. First they plastered the entire area with artillery, mortars, 20mm, and machine gun fire. Then, infantry with Mark V Panther tanks in support began coming at the defenders from the north and south. Woodruff’s Company F troopers fought furiously as German infantry and tanks closed in from seemingly all sides. The fighting was horrific, with hand-to-hand combat, tanks running over and crushing men in their holes, and no quarter being given by either side. Private First Class Jim Daugherty, with Company F, 325th, was fighting from a shallow foxhole he had dug. “We couldn’t dig too deep because it would fill up with water.”40

Company F troopers, such as Private First Class Darrell C. Dilley, knew that there was nothing behind them to stop the Germans. “I knew we had to stop the Germans from going farther than the crossroads.”41

As the fighting around Parker’s Crossroads reached a crescendo on the afternoon of December 23, General Gavin visited each of the battalion commanders of the 325th, who were holding the line on the southwestern flank of the division. “The situation all along the southern front was becoming critical. On the afternoon of December 23, at about 17:00 hours, I checked the dispositions along the Fraiture ridge. At this time riflemen were scattered one hundred to two hundred yards apart. There was a little antitank defense, and possibility of defending the ridge against a major German attack appeared nothing less than fantastic. On the other hand, nothing could be spared from the other fronts, since the situation was much the same in other sectors, although the threat was not as great. The attacks of the 1st SS Panzer Division on our left began to wane.

“At about 17:30 hours, I arrived at the CP of Major Gibson in the town of Fraiture. It was then under heavy mortar fire. A considerable volume of small-arms fire could be heard to the south and west. SCR 300 contact was made with Captain Woodruff at the crossroads. He stated that he was under terrific attack, which was completely engulfing his small unit. I moved on foot from Fraiture towards the crossroads and managed to reach the edge of the woods several hundred yards beyond the town. It was clearly evident that the attack at the crossroads was an all-out affair of great magnitude. As it developed, it was the attack of a regiment of the 2nd SS Panzer Division supported by attached armor, attacking with the mission of driving up the main highway to Werbomont. The one company was soon completely overrun.”42

The outcome of the very uneven fight was a foregone conclusion. But the defenders of Parker’s Crossroads made the price of capturing it very high for the 2nd SS Panzer Division. Some of the defenders tried to escape the closing trap and many were cut down as they ran across the flat, open ground. Others chose to take their chances, staying where they were and fighting. Many of them were killed in their holes. Others tried to hide out or play dead and try to slip out later.

The wounded were gathered in the farmhouse that was also doubling as the command post. At the crossroads, Tech Sergeant Randy Pierson, with the 589th FA Battalion, made his way through the storm of bullets and shrapnel to the house. “The situation was impossible. We were chewed up and pinned down. Captain George Huxel advised the few remaining Headquarters Battery men that they had more than fulfilled their mission. It was decision time and we were on our own.

“This information triggered much discussion among the eight or nine GIs in the shelter of the cellar. There was no consensus of opinion. Some wanted to try to escape, some elected to stay and take their chances, some were undecided. The top floor of the building was smoldering. I did not relish life as a prisoner of war, and I certainly was not going to hunker down in a dark cellar and wait for someone to roll a grenade down the stairs. I pulled on my overcoat, strapped on my web belt, grabbed a carbine, went to the front door of the command post and waited.

“The distance from the command post building to the edge of the forest appeared to be about the length of four football fields. However, I had to negotiate two ice-encrusted drainage ditches, climb over three low fences, contend with a roughly plowed, snow covered field, encumbered with heavy winter clothing and overshoes, in a dark, olive drab uniform that stood out against the stark white snow like a sore thumb, while under direct observation of God only knows how many heavily armed German SS troops. I figured I had two chances of making the trip alive: slim and none!

“The trip across the open ground was a nightmare come to life. Red and yellow tracers crossed my path. Small-arms fire nipped at my body, ripping holes in my outer clothing and kicking big chunks of ice and snow onto my face. About halfway to the tree line, I slipped and fell. As I lay there, winded, I could see another person leave the command post building, only to be skewered by angry tracers as he tried to negotiate the second fence. I lay there, amazingly detached, as I saw more tracers tear into his already dead body as it dangled on the fence.

“Suddenly, a white phosphorous round exploded nearby and I was surrounded by white smoke and struck by flesh-searing metal. With the aid of my sheath knife, I frantically tore away the burning pieces of cloth and gouged holes in my exposed flesh in an effort to rid myself of the tormenting hot metal. Without thinking, I rose and started running again in a semi-crouch toward the distant trees. With no idea of what awaited me in that tree line, I continued to crouch and run.”43

As the fighting came to an end, the Germans began rounding up prisoners. Private First Class Jim Daugherty was in a ditch by the road to Manhay, where a number of dead and wounded were lying. “The Germans came in the ditch and kicked the bodies. If they groaned, they were shot. I saw what was happening, two of my buddies and I got up, to keep from getting shot. We were taken prisoner.”44

Private Calvin V. Abbott, with the 589th, and a couple of other men belatedly decided to seek the shelter of one of houses. “We jumped up and ran to the rock house. The tanks were coming across the field, firing and hitting the house, catching it on fire. There were cows and chickens in the barn built on to the house. We ran them out the big barn door.

“In between the room and barn, there was a little room with an iron wash pot. The tanks got closer and closer, firing on the house. I got behind the wash pot thinking that would stop a shell. [While I was] lying behind it, about four feet above my head there was a big bang and then a big hole appeared in the wall. Someone gave the order to destroy our weapons; we did.

“Someone tried to stick a handkerchief out the window. The Germans shot it down. Someone ran to the door on the side and there was a tank barrel right in his face. We put our hands up and walked out. The soldiers in behind the tanks started firing, so then we hit the ground. This went on two or three times. I was lying beside the tank when the hatch opened and the German officer raised his hand to cease fire. He told us (in English) that we had put up a good fight.

“The German soldiers marched us out to the road and took our cigarettes. Someone said they were SS soldiers. Then they took us to the ditch and told us to get on our knees with hands behind our heads. We did. Some of the Germans got out in front of us with burp guns ready to fire on us. You could hear our men praying out loud. I was too. We thought we were goners, but American artillery fire started coming in. We all started running. We and the Germans ran into the woods. We couldn’t escape because there were Germans all around us. After the firing ceased, they gathered us up and marched us down the road.”45

From the edge of the woods, Gavin watched the fighting die down as the 2nd SS Panzer Division took control of the vital Baraque-de-Fraiture crossroads. Gavin knew that his division was in serious danger of being surrounded or destroyed by an attack from the rear. “During the hours of darkness, in desperate, close-quarters fighting, Captain Woodruff managed to extricate about forty men. They accounted for many Germans in fighting their way out, and rejoined their battalion commander in the vicinity of Fraiture.

“At this point it was evident that there was nothing to prevent the German forces from entering the rear of the division area, which was now closely engaged along its entire 25,000 yard front.”46
  


CHAPTER 12

“SORT OUT THE BATTLEFIELD
AND TIDY UP THE LINES”1
 

After witnessing the fighting at the crossroads, Gavin took immediate action to block the road north through Manhay to Werbomont. “I moved to the CP of the reserve battalion [2nd Battalion, 504th] in the region southwest of Lierneux, arriving there at about dark. I issued verbal orders to the battalion commander, Major Wellems, outlining the situation to him and directing him to secure the right flank as far west as Malempré. I then moved without delay via Tri-le-Chesling to Manhay, the CP of the 3rd Armored Division. Here, I found one MP on duty at the crossroads and the town completely abandoned. I then moved without delay to corps headquarters to explain the situation to them and obtain further assistance in holding the main highway, which was out of my sector, but the retention of which, was necessary to the accomplishment of my mission.

“By telephone, Colonel Tucker was told to be prepared to move the 504th Regimental Headquarters and one battalion to the vicinity of Lansival, where he would take over the sector on the right of the division. Two TDs were moved southwest of the Division CP at Bra at approximately 22:00. Upon my arrival there, I learned by telephone from corps that Manhay had fallen to the German attacking forces.”2

Gavin was very concerned about the 325th sector, where the 2nd SS Panzer Division was moving aggressively to overwhelm the glidermen. “The enemy attacked in considerable strength and overran the town of Regne. The 325 was ordered to counterattack and retake the town.”3

Company B, 325th, and a company of tanks from the attached 14th Tank Battalion were ordered to recapture the town. Private First Class Clinton Riddle climbed on one of the tanks as Company B rode into battle on Shermans instead of in gliders. “We dismounted about one hundred fifty yards from the village.”4

Jumping off of his tank, Private First Class Richard Weese began following it toward the town. “The tank in front of the tank I was behind was hit by artillery. The tank commander in the tank I was behind threw the tank in reverse, taking me by surprise. I slipped in the snow and managed to grab the tow cable latch on the back of the tank and was dragged until the tank was out of the line of fire. The tank started to move forward and about half way to the town wouldn’t go any farther.”5

The tanks provided suppressive fire as Private First Class Riddle and the company moved forward. “We went into town with machine gun fire from the tanks. There was only one 57mm antitank gun defending Regne, hiding in a barn. It was soon put out of working order.”6

General Gavin received an unexpected bonus as a result of the town’s recapture. “Supported by attached armor and with unusual gallantry and elan, the 325 attacked and retook the town and held it until later ordered to withdraw. It was on this occasion that the regimental adjutant of a regiment of the 2nd SS Panzer Division was captured with the orders for the advance of the following day. In the confusion incidental to the retaking of the town by the 325, he had been sent forward by his regimental commander to learn the true situation.

“During this reconnaissance he found himself aboard a motorcycle sidecar in the outskirts of Regne when our troops were retaking the town. He was captured with the town and had the orders on his person. They proved of great value, since they gave us definite information of the enemy’s intentions for the following several days.”7

As darkness descended on Salmchâteau on December 23, Private Ralph Gilson, with Company D, 307th Airborne Engineer Battalion, watched the last of the exhausted survivors of the fighting around St.-Vith pulling back through the 82nd Airborne lines. “Seeing the troops of the 28th and 106th Division coming out of there was a very moving scene. This was one of the eeriest and scariest nights I can remember. Our company blew bridges and set up roadblocks as the troops in our section withdrew.”8

As the last of the St.-Vith defenders crossed the Salm River bridges at Vielsalm and Salmchâteau, Captain Adams and his Company A, 508th troopers braced for the attack that they knew would come on the heels of those retreating forces. “At 15:00 hours the railroad bridge was blown as planned. Information was received at about the same time that the 3rd Battalion had made contact with the enemy at Salmchâteau, while the withdrawal of the 7th Armored Division was progressing effectively in the A Company sector.

“At 18:00 hours in the evening, I met General Hasbrouck, Commander of the 7th Armored Division near the two remaining bridges. The General said he believed all of his troops had withdrawn, but that he was not sure. He told me to withhold blowing the bridges until midnight in order to take care of any isolated groups which might still be on the other side. Since this conflicted with my orders, I contacted the battalion and got permission to have the time changes to 24:00 hours.

“Almost simultaneously, I received a call from the 1st Platoon leader that the battalion on his right had withdrawn from the positions they had been occupying. I went over to contact this battalion, and found it in position a good five hundred yards behind the river line. The battalion commander explained that he wanted grazing fire for his weapons, and that this position furnished him the best possible. It is true, that he did have approximately four hundred yards of grazing fire, but about one hundred yards of the western bank were in complete defilade, thus leaving A Company with an exposed flank.

“A Company’s mission was to keep the enemy from crossing the Salm, not to get grazing fire. After a short, and futile argument, I saw a higher authority was needed to get any changes made. I went back to my battalion command post, and notified the battalion commander [Otho Holmes] of the situation. Regiment was immediately notified, and the 3rd Battalion, 112th Infantry was ordered to move back into their original positions.

“Just at this time, firing was heard from the 2nd Platoon’s outpost across the river. Consequently, the 3rd Battalion, 112th Infantry never did move forward again, and for the next forty-eight hours, A Company was operating with an exposed flank.

“While I had been trying to straighten out this problem, the outposts had been on alert. At approximately 22:00 hours, one of them saw a column of men approaching. The outpost was not sure whether or not they were Americans. When, at a distance of ten yards, the column proved to be Germans, the outpost opened fire on them at point-blank range. He did not stop to count the casualties, but did know that the Germans were in confusion.

“The platoon leader [Lieutenant Lamm] immediately gave the predetermined signal for the other outposts to withdraw, and started checking them back across the bridges. Some of the outposts were a little slow returning.

“By the time the first man was crossing the bridge, the Germans had recovered from their confusion, and were almost to the edge of the river, firing across it. As Lieutenant Lamm crossed the bridge, he gave another blast on his whistle, the arranged signal for the demolition men to do their job. He then took cover behind the railroad bank. When nothing happened, he looked for, and found the demolition men who had not been in position when the action began, and were afterwards unable to reach it.

“It was then realized that a foolish, and probably costly mistake had been made in preparing the bridges for demolition. No consideration had been given to the possibility of blowing them from cover. Instead, thirty-second fuses were located at the bridges themselves. The Germans now were on the very edge of the river, and some had even crossed it.

“I ordered Lieutenant Lamm to get the bridges blown somehow. He, in turn, got his eight outposts together, and ordered them to rush back across the bridge followed by the demolition men. On signal the fuse lighters were to be pulled. The men were to get back to the railroad bank under cover. This plan, hasty as it was, succeeded, chiefly because the Germans did not expect such a sudden show of aggressiveness; or rather it succeeded in part, because only the railroad bridge was blown. The fuse lighter for the road bridge failed to work. Regiment and battalion called down demanding a reason for the delay, as emphatic orders had been given to blow the bridges at all costs.

“All the while, the German strength was building up. What had originally been estimated as a platoon, assumed the strength of a company; probably a reconnaissance unit. The fire of six machine guns could be heard. A tank came up, and almost approached to the abutments of the now defunct railroad bridge, from where it systematically fired at the houses just across the river.

“It was apparent that it would now take more than the fire of eight men from the 2nd Platoon to drive the Germans back. The 1st and 2nd Platoons were ordered to fire at the maximum rate, if possible at the flash of the enemy’s guns. This concentrated burst caused the Germans to take cover, so enabling a small force from the 2nd Platoon to again cross the bridge, while the demolition personnel attached another fuse light. Using the same tactics as before, the covering force once more withdrew on signal. This time the fuse exploded, but the demolition again failed to do so.

“Meanwhile, the 3rd Platoon was having trouble with a few Germans who had crossed the bridge on the initial assault, and were now entrenched behind some of the houses on the western bank of the stream. Several of the platoon went and eliminated them.

“The field artillery forward observer was in the 3rd Platoon area, attempting to call for fire on the opposite bank. However, this was ineffective, and most of the rounds were lost in the darkness of the night.

“The 2nd Platoon secured a box of Composition C-2, and placed it in the center of the bridge. They exploded it by firing a bazooka round into it. This blew up the bridge except for several stringers, which were easily destroyed.

“Immediately, peace settled down on the area; except for brief spasmodic bursts of rifle fire, the enemy made no further moves. All during the night though, vehicles and tanks could be heard coming up into position. Early the next morning, the Germans could be heard moving wood in a lumberyard along the river, three to four hundred yards to the north of Vielsalm. There was no doubt in the minds of the A Company men that the Germans were securing this in preparation for a river crossing.”9

Lieutenant George Lamm would later be awarded the Distinguished Service Cross for his extraordinary valor and leadership during this action.

The division was spread thin, with nothing in reserve, and now was fighting elements of three SS Panzer divisions. Gavin and his staff, especially Lieutenant Colonel Jack Norton, the Division G-3 (Operations), worked through the night to get a handle on the fluid situation on the division’s open right flank. Gavin knew that the morning would bring more German attacks. “Due to the darkness and confusion, it was impossible to determine where everyone was. All units were informed of the situation and efforts made to get units under control and have the situation in hand, so as to be able to engage the German forces on reasonably favorable terms at daylight.”10

Around dawn, the XVIII Airborne Corps attached Combat Command B of the 9th Armored Division under the command of General William Hoge, which had just been withdrawn from the St.-Vith pocket the previous two days, to the 82nd Airborne Division. Gavin now, began to shift his scant reserves to meet the threat to his right flank. “At about 05:45, December 24, Colonel Tucker was ordered to leave the smallest possible force in the northern sector and to move south to Bra by motor without delay. He had been given a warning order about twenty-four hours earlier. At about 06:45 the 505th was ordered to regroup one battalion, the 2nd, and have it prepared to move [to] division reserve without delay, warning orders had been given them to prepare for this prior to this time.

“At 08:20 verbal orders were issued to General Hoge to hold Malempré until further orders, to contact the 504th on his left and the 7th Armored on his right. The 7th Armored [plus the 424th Infantry Regiment] had been recommitted by XVIII Corps (Airborne) down the main road towards Manhay. Combat Command B, 9th Armored Division, and the 7th Armored Division were practically exhausted from the past week’s fighting. They were very short of infantry, and in the opinion of General Hoge, Combat Command B was incapable of a sustained defense or offense. However, Malempré had to be held and appropriate orders were issued.”11

By early afternoon, CCB of the 9th Armored Division was holding Malempré. However, German soldiers in American uniforms, driving captured jeeps and tanks with US markings had captured Manhay the previous evening by using the ruse of being American forces to overwhelm unsuspecting defenders. This caused much confusion and concern in the area.

Gavin had deployed the 2nd Battalion, 504th, in the woods between Malempré and Fraiture, which was now engaging forces of the 2nd SS Panzer Division there. “This battalion, a veteran, experienced outfit, had as clear a picture as could be expected of the situation. Numerous Germans were endeavoring to attack through the woods to the northeast between Malempré and Fraiture. There was much close, bitter fighting and the Germans were very roughly handled by Major Wellem’s battalion.”12

During the 24th, Colonel Tucker moved the rest of the 504th, less the 1st Battalion, to the vicinity of Bra. The 1st Battalion was stretched extremely thin, holding a sector along the Amblève River, from north of Trois Ponts to Cheneux, a frontage of more than twelve thousand yards, most of it wooded, hilly terrain. Gavin had no choice at the moment. “The situation was so critical on the right, and the German attack had apparently been beaten off on the left, no other course of action appeared practicable at the moment. The 505 appeared to have all it could do to continue to hold the Trois Ponts–Grand-Halleux line and the 508 was becoming heavily engaged on the Vielsalm-Salmchâteau-Joubieval line.”13

Meanwhile, British Field Marshall Montgomery, who had been given the command of all forces on the northern shoulder of the bulge, arrived that morning at the XVIII Airborne Corps command post at Werbomont. He told Ridgway that the XVIII Airborne Corps “could now withdraw with honor to itself and its units.”14 Montgomery ordered Ridgway to withdraw the XVIII Airborne Corps, repeating much of the same that he had said four days earlier at General Courtney Hodges’ command post, saying it was time to “sort out the battlefield and tidy up the lines. After all, gentlemen, you can’t win a big victory without a tidy show.”15

Ridgway had already told Gavin that a withdrawal might be necessary. Accordingly Gavin had informed his commanders. “Similar warning orders were given to unit commanders to be prepared to withdraw if necessary to the Trois Ponts–Erria-Manhay line. Early on December 24, therefore, they were directed to make [their] small-unit reconnaissance of the defensive positions, and sectors were allotted and missions assigned. A conference was held at Headquarters XVIII Corps (Airborne) at 13:30 hours, December 24th, at which time orders were issued for the voluntary withdrawal to the corps defensive position. Division plans were completed and orders issued during the afternoon to effect the withdrawal starting after darkness.”16

That morning, Captain Henry “Hank” LeFebvre, S-3 of the 2nd Battalion, 508th, received the warning order about a possible withdrawal. “The battalion commander, executive officer, company commanders and I were taken to the new location and shown our positions so that we could move to them immediately upon arrival. After this party returned to the battalion command post, the battalion plan of withdrawal was issued. Each rifle company was to leave one platoon to occupy the present company position. This covering force was to be under the command of the company executive officer, who was to have the company’s SCR 300 radio. The three platoons to be left behind, which would constitute the battalion covering force, would be under the command of Major Royal Taylor, the battalion executive officer. He would have with him the S-2, First Lieutenant Walter Wakefield, a radio operator, and a messenger at the covering force command post, which would be the old battalion command post. From this position he could observe the 1st Battalion positions in Rencheux and the regimental command post area in Goronne. His orders were to hold until called on the radio to withdraw. When [the covering force] did withdraw, it was to assemble at Goronne, where it would establish a delaying position.

“From there it was to fall back to other delaying positions in order to give the main body the maximum amount of time before being hit by the Germans. The only means of communication was to be SCR 300 radio. Each battalion left an identified covering force, and the entire force was to withdraw at 04:00, 25 December, while the remainder of the battalion would assemble on the north slope of Thier-du-Mont Ridge at 23:00, 24 December. This assembly area was near the present battalion command post. From there, the battalion would move under its commander to the new defensive area and would be in position by the time the covering force had returned through the lines.

“One of the hardest jobs of all was that of explaining to the men the necessity for the withdrawal. The Thier-du-Mont ridgeline offered a beautiful defensive position overlooking all the towns and terrain in the area. However, when the men realized that all this would mean nothing if the division should be cut off in the rear, they got in and pitched as always.”17

Sergeant Zane Schlemmer, a forward observer for the 81mm mortar platoon of Headquarters Company, 2nd Battalion, 508th, like almost all troopers in the division, resented the order to withdraw. “We had been the tip of an eight-mile-long thumb extended into the throat of the German onslaught. We had paid in blood to hold open the escape corridor [for the US forces in the St.-Vith pocket] and we would surely again pay in blood to eventually regain this ridge. To a man, we were certain that by the next day, Christmas Day, there would come an assault from any of the four German divisions identified to our front.”18

When Sergeant Ray Burchell, with Company C, 325th, was told about the orders to withdraw, he was incredulous. “It was not like us to retreat. We had been fighting SS troops and had badly beaten them.”19

Sergeant Bill Dunfee, with Company I, 505th, had served with the regiment since it was formed. “There was great concern about troop morale. This division had never withdrawn in its combat history. My unit was on the Salm River, and we hated like hell to give up what we had fought so hard to keep. We knew the withdrawal wouldn’t be easy either, especially at night. We were very much aware of German presence in our rear, and that they spoke English and had American uniforms and vehicles.”20

That afternoon, Captain Jack Isaacs, the commanding officer of Company G, 505th, returned to his command post after checking his company’s positions on the west side of the Salm River in Petit-Halleux. “We were advised by Colonel Kaiser that we would withdraw from these positions during the night of December 24–25. We were dismayed at this order because we had never given up a position before, and since we had stopped the Germans on December 22, we thought we could do so again. Nevertheless the order was given and preparations made to withdraw. Standard procedure called for leaving a rear guard in position to protect the withdrawing force and this was done. It was also customary for a senior officer to command this rear guard. In this case it was the Captain James T. Maness.”21

Staff Sergeant Chris Christensen, with Company G, had heard his men talking about the word they were about to withdraw. “All day, there had been a rumor circulating that we were pulling back that night. This I did not pay much attention to. Anyway, this one proved true. The company was to pull out very quietly at midnight so as not to alert Jerry and move to a new position. In fact, the whole regiment was pulling back. It seemed the whole front in our area was over extended. A short time later I got called down to the CP and was given some special instructions. After dark I was to move my squad back to the position we had just gotten out of that a.m. Furthermore, when the company moved out at midnight, we were to stay until five o’clock the next morning, acting as the rear-guard for the company. I was also briefed on where we were to meet up the next day. On returning to my squad, I got them all together and explained everything I knew, putting special emphasis on where the company would be and how to get there in case we became separated.”22

After dark on Christmas eve, Christensen moved his men into position to cover his company’s withdrawal. “That evening about eight o’clock or so, we resumed our positions down by the river for what we knew was going to be a long night.”23

At Rochelinval, along the Salm River, Sergeant Bill Dunfee, with Company I, 505th, was ready to begin the long march back to the defense line. “About 21:00 hours, we were all packed up awaiting orders to move out. Fortunately, our machine guns were still dug in covering the shallows of the Salm to our immediate front. We were lying back on our packs dozing, when all hell broke loose. The Germans came from our rear, shooting and yelling like a bunch of Indians. I didn’t have to see them to know who it was; the rapid rate of the German machine guns, the pink tracers told me. They wanted to go home for Christmas, too.

“We immediately hit our foxholes and started firing. I would estimate a company strength group started through my area. Some made it to the river and some didn’t. I would guess less than half made it to the far bank. Our machine guns being in place and sighted in really chewed them up, as they attempted to ford the river. When the smoke cleared away, we realized we were attempting to withdraw through an enemy force that was withdrawing through us.

“This may not be unique in military history, but it was a new experience for us. When we finally moved out around 22:30 hours, we moved as if attacking to our rear. It was a cold, moonlit night with good visibility. It was too light for us.”24

Sergeant Bill Tucker was bringing up the rear of the Company I column as it moved quietly through the woods. “Suddenly, we heard machine guns and rifles as the Germans attacked our point. We dropped to the ground, and in the blackness around us, there were flashes everywhere. I rested my rifle across the body of a supply orderly whom I assumed was dead—but later found was frozen with fear. The point up front kept calling back for machine gun fire on the flanks and for mortar fire ahead of the column. After a short while, we pushed on as enemy fire let up briefly.

“All kinds of firing suddenly split the night on all sides. We laid down lots of mortar shells beyond the head of the column. The 3rd Squad of 1st Platoon on the point pushed on, and even with all the firing, no one seemed to get hit.”25

Platoon Sergeant Bill Dunfee was up front near the point of the column. “Ray Maikowski was out with the point. He noticed movement alongside the road and eased the safety off his M1. The man hiding heard the click and made his presence known, claiming to be an American. Mike told him, ‘Put your hands behind your head and get your ass out here in the middle of the road, where I can see you.’

“He was an American major (Hal D. McGown) of the 30th Infantry Division who had been captured in earlier fighting at La Gleize. He thought for sure, Maikowski was going to shoot him. Knowing Mike, his fright was justified. After he got over his fright, he told us he had been a prisoner of five to eight hundred Germans that had charged through our lines about an hour earlier.”26

The five hundred to eight hundred Germans were the remnants of Kampfgruppe Peiper. They had crossed the Amblève River and infiltrated south. They were attempting to make their way to the Salm River when they ran into Company I, both along the river at Rochelinval and during the withdrawal of Company I toward the new defense line.

Shortly before midnight, Isaacs ordered Company G, 505th, to begin withdrawing from Petit-Halleux. “At some time during these events a freezing rain had fallen and the road west out of Petit-Halleux became a problem. As parachutists we had no vehicles, so we were required to carry whatever we had or needed.

“As we were preparing to withdraw, we decided to use a local inhabitant’s sled and horse to carry our heavy equipment. All went well until the horse went down on the ice and could not get up. Nor could we get it to its feet, so we had to abandon our idea, the horse and the sled. We did manage to carry our own equipment, but had to disable the quad-fifty and leave it.”27

From his position near the Salm River, Christensen with the rear-guard platoon could hear Company G pull out. “I immediately changed things around. One man I pulled out of line and placed on the street in front of the house where the platoon CP was. I didn’t want any surprises coming from that direction. I moved out in back of the CP. From here I thought I could control things better. I knew in my mind if we got hit down here that I would pull them back to our old positions. There I thought we could hold them off for awhile at least. Down here we wouldn’t last five minutes.

“The company had been gone only an hour or so when I started hearing heavy firing from the direction they would be traveling. From the sound of things, this did not sound like an isolated pocket of the enemy either. This went on for awhile and then finally faded out. There were also big guns firing, which seemed from every direction.”28

In the 508th sector, Captain LeFebvre, the S-3 of the 2nd Battalion, had seen something earlier that day that worried him. And now, as the battalion began the withdrawal, his anxiety increased. “At 2300 the first company began to wind down from the ridge and took its place at the head of the column. It was at this time, while waiting for all the companies to arrive that the tension was the greatest.

“A German document captured on this day indicated an enemy attack, and this would be a most inopportune moment for it to be launched. It was a bright, moonlit night, and about 23:00, just as the battalion assembled and started to move, some Nebelwerfer 41 rockets were launched. Fortunately, they landed farther north in the vicinity of Goronne. However, it was about this time that the Germans launched an attack against the 1st Battalion in the vicinity of Vielsalm. At approximately 24:00, after an intense artillery preparation, the Germans struck. Their main effort was directed at the 1st Battalion positions, in the vicinity of Rencheux, since they apparently intended to drive up the valley road.”29

Meanwhile, Sergeant Zane Schlemmer and the troopers of the 81mm Mortar Platoon, Headquarters Company, 2nd Battalion, had to carry the heaviest loads—the mortar tubes and base plates. “We struggled on our route march to a ridgeline seven miles to our rear, where our ‘not one step farther’ line would be established. Precisely at midnight on Christmas Eve came the unmistakable distant sound of artillery batteries. Each trooper immediately became elated with the thought that American artillery was providing cover for this withdrawal.

“It was only when the shells descended and burst among us that the reality of incoming German artillery fire became evident. Again, to a man, the silent columns quickened their pace to a running gait despite their equipment loads. As the march continued, sounds of distant diesel engines could be heard, indicating the movement of enemy armored vehicles following our path. Thus, again prodded, the rapid pace continued to the new positions.”30

Sergeant Aaron Gelber, with Company F, 401st, got his mortar section ready to move out. “We all bitched a little, but we were glad to be on the move because we were able to keep a little warmer by walking. It was a quiet and well organized movement—no talking, or smoking—just a fast pace. The 60mm mortar section always brought up the rear of the company. So a few minutes later, the engineers were blowing down the trees across and blocking the road.”31

Private First Class Clinton Riddle, with Company B, 325th, was assigned to carry one of the company’s machine guns. “We moved out at 21:00. I had to carry the machine gun until I was almost exhausted.”32

As Private First Class Raymon Hook, with Company C, 325th, moved down the road, he noticed that it had begun to snow. “There was a little moonlight, making the scene both terrible and beautiful with the snow on the many pines of the Ardennes forests. None of us spoke of Christmas, although it was Christmas Eve.

“The artillery barrages were constant, rolling like thunder and flashing like lightning, partly to cover our withdrawal and partly to hold the Germans at bay while we were making a vulnerable movement. A bridge across a small stream ahead of us had been blown by the engineer troops. We had to detour off the road, through a field and either jump or wade the freezing water of the stream. It was bitterly cold. We walked until five o-clock Christmas morning. Some men had frostbitten feet, and I recall one man who had the diarrhea so bad that he could not hold it, but he did not fall out of the march. There was no alternative, no recourse; there were no ambulances following us. There was no one behind us but more Germans!”33

In the 508th sector, the covering forces were supposed to withdraw at 2:00 a.m. because they had the farthest distance to travel to the new defense line. Lieutenant George D. Lamm, commanding the Company A platoon covering the withdrawal, had set up his command post and an observation post in the attic of a house in Rencheux in order to observe the movements of the Germans across the Salm River in Vielsalm. “The enemy laid down smoke for concealment and lined up their tanks and half-tracks and relentlessly blasted directly into our positions as they attempted to repair the crossing sites.

“The Germans angrily tore the roofs off the houses searching for OPs [observation posts] with their beloved 88s. Finally, they got around to us, and down the attic stairs we tumbled amid flying debris, radios, telephones, field glasses and several bottles of the best champagne. We relocated the CP in the cellar and the OP was moved to the railroad bed.”34

At 12:45 a.m., the Germans began a full-scale assault crossing, while their tanks and half-tracks kept up their heavy cover fire. Private First Class Edward “Woody” Wodowski, a BAR man with Company A, dug in on the railroad embankment and poured fire into the German infantry as they waded across the river. “A shell came in where [B. L.] Hicks and I were standing. It knocked him out; that’s when I carried him up to the wall [on a high embankment above the road]. When I got Hicks back up to the wall, he was OK.

“The Germans had already crossed the river and were coming up the middle of town. They were firing their rifles and burp guns as they came. Sergeant [Joe] Boone and I fired our weapons down on the street. We were above them; it must have been a ten foot wall there. We were firing over the wall down on to the road.”35

Wodowski was now firing his second BAR, having burned up the barrel on his first one. He had used up all of the ammunition he had, plus all of the ammunition of his ammo bearer. He then threw all of his hand grenades down at the Germans flowing past on the road below. A few moments later, Wodowski got the word to pull out. “[Sergeant Joe] Boone got the word and we moved back, right out of town about 4:00 in the morning. There were eight of us walking back. [Rum] Robledo and [John] Demario were still firing when we started to move back. Lamm sent someone to get them.”36

The grenadiers with the 9th SS Panzer Division flowed through Rencheux and got in behind the other covering force platoons from Companies B and C. Private Marino M. Michetti was an ammo bearer for a mortar squad in the Company B, 508th platoon covering the withdrawal. “About midnight, I heard shouting and noise; a group of Americans and Germans were in an open area behind us, on the ridge. They had come up on the ridge behind us. The Germans were all around us. I was seeing flashes of my childhood, when I saw the white lights from the tracers in the burp gun firing at me! I asked the trooper in the foxhole to my left, ‘What should we do?’

“I remember us getting out of the foxholes with our hands behind our heads! The Germans huddled us in with a small group of other prisoners, prodding us with their rifles. My whole world seemed to have crumbled around me. What would my friends think of me now? I really felt ashamed!

“I was back at the house we had used for our CP, only this time the Germans were using it to interrogate the prisoners they had taken. I had to take everything out of my jump pants pockets. I had quite a collection, because we had just received some Christmas mail before we left Sissonne, France. I remember some nice white handkerchiefs someone had sent me. Pocket knife, fountain pen, three packs of cigarettes, five packs of razor blades, wallet with some English money (four one-pound notes) and two one-dollar bills. I remember having bread and coffee with the Germans at daylight, Christmas morning—‘Merry Christmas.’”37

As Captain LeFebvre moved north with the 2nd Battalion, he was unaware of the danger facing his friend, Royal Taylor, who was commanding the battalion’s covering force. Captain LeFebvre would later learn that “at about 01:30 the SCR 300 went out, and Major Taylor was unable to contact either his own troops or the regimental executive officer in Goronne. At this time he could see German tracers in the vicinity of Goronne, and he dispatched his S-2 and the messenger to contact the platoons of the 2nd Battalion covering force, and gather them on top of Thier-du-Mont Ridge.

“The original plan called for him to go to Goronne, but he could see that it would be useless now. He was actually worried about getting through the battalion lines ahead of the Germans, who were already past his position and were heading west on the road through the valley. Major Taylor organized his force on top of the ridge, and by making his way west along a narrow trail, he was able to lead his men to a position west of Goronne before turning north to reach the road the main part of the battalion had traveled. By skillful leadership, Major Taylor was able to bring this force through the lines about 07:00, 25 December, without loss of a man.”38

The covering forces of the 1st Battalion, 325th, pulled out of their front-line positions at 2:00 a.m. as planned. They had to move almost as far as the 508th to reach their new positions. When the 1st Battalion rear-guard forces converged at Lierneux, Captain Wayne Pierce, the acting executive officer of the 1st Battalion, was assigned to take command of the rear guard of the covering force. Pierce selected some of the men he had commanded with Company C and brought up the rear. “If a German force pulled up behind the column, the rear guard was prepared to take position on each side of the road to ambush and delay the attackers. This group was expendable, but it would give the main column time to reach the 82nd line at the village of Bra.

“As the main body of 325 troops moved through the 82nd line at Bra about 02:00 Christmas morning, the engineers went into action. Evidently, they had not been told there was a holding force left in place and yet to come in from the front. Working to complete their job before daylight, the engineers moved out about two miles south of Bra and destroyed a bridge across a swollen stream. In the first dim light of day, the head of the holding force column, about one-half mile distant, saw the bridge blasted into the air. This was not a comforting experience for the men, who felt they had been abandoned on the front line as ‘cannon fodder.’ Battling fatigue and numbing cold, they would have to negotiate the obstacles being prepared for the advancing German panzer divisions.

“Wearing only jump boots, the holding force men went off the road as they approached the blown bridge. Plowing through snowdrifts in the ditches, they moved out into a farmer’s field and down to the stream. The first men broke through the ice on each side of the stream as they waded in water that came almost up to their knees. With the temperature at twenty degrees Fahrenheit, their feet were soon encrusted with ice.

“Approaching the 82nd Airborne Division’s main line of resistance, the column of troops encountered another obstacle. The engineers had created a tank barrier by blasting down large pine trees across the road for a distance of three hundred yards. Using Primacord, they dropped the trees across the road, alternately first from one side, then the other. This was an effective barrier, for on one side of the road was a steep hill and on the other a stream, both being tank obstacles.

“This blockade of pine trees brought on wholesale abandonment of heavy equipment and ammunition by the holding force. The exertion it took to climb over and push through this solid mass of pine boughs was excruciating. There was no alternative route. The men knew they were near their new positions and pushed ahead. The pain of thrashing through the pine boughs brought no memories of Christmas trees at home.

“In daylight, the group finally pushed through the last pine boughs and reached the 82nd line. Men were exhausted—they sat down in the snow and could not move. Some went immediately to sleep. Trucks arrived to transport this group to their units.”39

In the Company G, 505th sector, Staff Sergeant Christensen and the rearguard platoon had heard firing in the distance earlier. “My position remained quiet though, until about 3:00 a.m., when one of my men came up and told me he had just heard Jerry crossing the river just below him. On further questioning, he said it was only a small group, so I knew it could only be a reconnaissance patrol.

“This, I knew, wouldn’t give us any trouble unless they turned around and came back into the town from the other end and found it empty. I knew Jerry would then move in and occupy it. I hoped they would wait until after daylight, as we would be long gone. The rest of the night proved uneventful.

“Promptly at 5:00 a.m., we vacated our positions and started out. I had already briefed the men to stay well spread out and we would be moving at a brisk pace, also we would stay on the road. Up until now, I don’t remember any snow, but the weather was getting colder. It must have rained or hailed some time during the night because the road in places was icy. Along this route I felt at anytime we would be ambushed, but we did not see one German. It was sure a welcome relief when I pulled into where the company was now dug in.

“I reported into my company commander, Captain Isaacs, and the first thing he said when he saw me was, ‘I didn’t expect to see you again.’ He thought I would run into the Germans this morning, [that] the battalion had encountered last night.

“‘Pleasant thought.’

“In this new position, we were dug in on the forward slope of a high hill.”40

At Rochelinval on the Salm River, Private First Class John Siam, with the Company I, 505th rear guard, was on watch in his hole at around 4:00 a.m. “Our 2nd Platoon minus the mortar squad was left on the river as rear guard. I was talking to [Private] John Lebednick. He came to relieve me on the machine gun. We were both from Worcester, Massachusetts, and had a discussion about what we thought was going on in Worcester. Before I left him to return to my hole to sleep, we agreed that we would meet next Christmas in a beer joint called Logan’s and would tie one on. About fifteen minutes later we heard a BAR firing on our left. That was [Victor P.] Zoromski firing at a German patrol. [Frank G.] Federico ran to join Lebednick on the gun and shortly after, the Jerry patrol ran into us. Lebednick halted them and one of them jumped into the railroad tracks and opened up with a machine pistol. We were returning fire when Federico jumped into my hole and said he was hit.”41

Company I medic Private First Class Jack Lyons was at the command post when the wounded Private First Class Federico came in. “He was shot through the side. I dressed his wound. By then, it was time to pull the unit out and go back to our lines.”42

Lieutenant Charles R. Christian left the command post to get his men ready to move. Private First Class Siam went to find Private Lebednick before they pulled out. “Lieutenant Christian and I checked the position and found out that Lebednick had been killed. He was either hit with a grenade on the side of his head or he caught a burst from a Schmeisser, and part of his head was gone.”43

Meanwhile, Private First Class Lyons helped the wounded Federico make it to the road, where everyone was forming up. “We went over the railroad bridge and left our mines exposed on top of the bridge [over the railroad cut]. The engineers had blown a pretty good hole in it. Then we went up the hill toward the village, and Lieutenant Christian asked if anybody knew the way to go. I told him I knew the way up the road through Rochelinval and through the farmhouses. As we reached the edge of the village, we heard German voices all around us in the village and through the woods. They were probably lost, but there were a lot of them.”44

As they moved silently through Rochelinval, Private First Class Siam could hear German voices very close by. “[Lieutenant] Christian ordered us not to fire, but to keep moving. Christian’s courage and leadership saved the lives of every man left in our group. He deserved a commendation and a medal, but never got one.”45

The 508th reached the new line at about 4:30 a.m. and immediately began preparing to meet the onslaught of the 9th SS Panzer Division that would likely hit them later that day. An exhausted Sergeant Zane Schlemmer, a forward observer with the 2nd Battalion 81mm Mortar Platoon, began to dig in. “Dawn came gray and with low hanging clouds over the trees at the new positions and the task of digging in was well under way. The rocky, frozen, root-bound soil was feverishly grubbed. Weary and worn, alternately sweating and freezing, we continued to dig and camouflage our holes, set up our weapons, stash backup supplies of ammunition, and place antitank mines, before the anticipated attack, which would surely come. Snow began to fall, masking our line, and our canteens of water froze solid.”46

After the long march, Private First Class Lane Lewis, a bazooka gunner with Company G, 508th, arrived with the company in the town of Erria. “Erria was a small town of several hundred people. I remember as we were marching into town, seeing the displaced civilians that were leaving Erria in wagons and by foot. I felt compassion for these poor people dislocated by the war and leaving their homes with what few possessions they could carry. Being raised on a farm, I noticed that the farm stock stayed in covered barns, which were underneath the houses. This struck me as odd, as at home our livestock stayed in barns that were built separate from our house. Since it was Christmas Eve, some of the civilians of Erria who had stayed behind invited us into their homes to warm up by the fire and drink a glass of cognac in Christmas celebration. We gladly accepted their generous offer. It was a good feeling to stand by the fire and get warm again. As I sipped on my glass of cognac (my first), I began to think of Christmas at home.

“Christmas time was always so special at our house. Mother would always prepare a delicious Christmas dinner. We would have turkey and dressing, pork roast, potatoes, corn, green beans and cornbread plus all kinds of cakes and pies. As a child, I couldn’t wait until Christmas morning when I could open up the Christmas presents. Usually it would be a pair of socks or a shirt, or a pair of pants, but sometimes I would receive a toy. Christmas time was the only time we would have oranges, which I loved. I wondered how my father, Steve, and Lee were doing now, and I thought of mother, alone with my two younger brothers. I wished them all well. That night we set up defensive positions and waited for the German attack we knew would come. We were ordered to hold this town at all hazards. This meant that no matter how many casualties we suffered, we could not retreat from here.

“Christmas day found us cold and hungry in Erria. We did receive a cold turkey dinner but, no presents, or even mail, but one thing was certain; the Germans would not pass this line, and there would be no more withdrawals! Our engineers had set up barbed wire and laid landmines out in front of our positions.”47

On Christmas morning, James J. “Joe” Meyers, a platoon leader with Company D, 505th, had his men dug in on a hill overlooking Trois Ponts, in an open pasture on either side of a haystack. Just prior to dawn, Lieutenant Meyers readied his men for a possible German attack. “It was a beautiful, clear day and the Army Air Corps was out in force. A fear of disclosing their location and inviting air attack caused the Germans to refrain from firing at us. We moved freely about our position. There was no turkey dinner, but we received ten-in-one rations—a welcome change after a constant diet of C and K rations. The tenin-one was a large box that contained ten rations, or thirty meals for ten men. Unfortunately, the food in the ration could not be broken down into individual servings and eaten in a foxhole. It was necessary to cook or heat portions of the ration before dividing and serving it to the men. At the time of issue, [Sergeant Donald H.] Olds asked me if he could bring a few men to the haystack to eat after he had cooked the meal. I made another mistake. I approved his request.

“Around noon several flights of P-47 fighters came over and attacked the German positions to our front and to the front of the 30th Division on our left flank. We sat on the edges of our foxholes like spectators at a sporting event and cheered as our planes carried out their bombing and strafing runs. Other flights of P-47s came in. Instead of attacking the Germans, several flights attacked the 30th Division. I saw three fighters circling to our front and suddenly they peeled off and made strafing runs on our position near the haystack, about fifty yards away from my hole. I stood up and waved at the pilots as they came in, but they took no notice. Normally, we would have had signal panels to display or colored smoke to mark our position. Because of our hasty departure from Suippes, we had no means of signaling the aircraft.

“They circled and on the second pass the lead aircraft dropped a bomb that landed near the haystack. The bomb exploded and obviously killed or wounded some of my men. I ran forward across the open field toward the haystack as the second plane made its strafing run. I hit the ground midway and I could hear and feel the .50-caliber machine gun rounds striking the earth around me. Unharmed, I jumped to my feet, ran to the vicinity of the haystack, and jumped into a prone shelter occupied by one of my men. He was kneeling and I landed across his legs. The third plane finished its strafing pass and I decided to look around. I first turned my attention to the man in the hole with me. His head was a mass of pulp spread out on the ground next to the hole. I could see some of his teeth amid the gore. It was the remains of Private [Edwin G.] Davis. Sergeant Olds was also dead. Private [John L.] Grant, severely wounded, died later. I crammed a mess kit spoon down Grant’s throat to keep him from swallowing his tongue and gave him a shot of morphine. Several others arrived and helped evacuate the wounded. We had lost four dead and five wounded.

“The P-47s had expended their ordnance and returned to base. I could only think of three pilots landing, going to the officer’s club for dinner and a drink, and then spending the night between clean sheets in a warm, safe environment. I felt extreme guilt, anger, and frustration. I was guilty of allowing the men to gather together near the haystack. I was angry because the ten-in-one rations contributed to the loss. Most of all, I was furious at the pilots who attacked us.

“A simple check of a compass and the terrain would have told them we were friendly. If the God of War had delivered the three pilots into my hands that day, they would have been dead men. My frustration came from my inability to do anything about it. I have had many enjoyable Christmas seasons since that day, but not one Christmas has gone by without my recalling that fateful day in December of ’44.”48

On Christmas afternoon, Private Ralph Gilson, with Company D, 307th Engineers, was helping to set up roadblocks. “Our squad was sent to the rear to get more antitank mines. When we got to the rear area we stumbled across the 508th field kitchen. The mess sergeant asked who we were and we told him 307th Engineers. He asked if we had eaten our turkey Christmas dinner. We told him we had eaten nothing but cold ‘K’ rations since we got to Belgium. He said he had enough to feed our squad. So the squad leader said, ‘Take ten,’ so we could eat.

“We were traveling light, so we didn’t have our mess kits with us. All we had was a spoon, canteen, and cup. We tore cardboard off our ration boxes for plates and ate turkey, mashed potatoes, cranberries, and bread with our spoons and fingers. The hot coffee was great. To this day, every Christmas I remember that lonely Christmas and what a wonderful dinner it was for a squad of tired engineers.”49

In the 325th sector, Tech Sergeant George Speakman was one of the lucky men to receive a good Christmas dinner. “We had the best mess sergeant in the battalion. If there was a way, he fed us hot food, and he went all out [on] Christmas. He fed the whole company turkey and all the trimmings. How he did it I will never know.”50

Private First Class Mario Spina, with Company C, 325th, and his buddy were in their two-man foxhole after darkness fell on Christmas day. In the darkness, someone approached their hole and handed them their Christmas dinner. Spina’s Christmas feast was not untypical of those eaten by many of the 82nd troopers. “We got some sort of meat. We had to eat it in a blackout. You couldn’t see what you were eating. A soldier stepped in my food. I didn’t enjoy it much.”51

In the 508th sector Sergeant Zane Schlemmer, with Headquarters Company, 2nd Battalion, had spent a good part of the day digging in. “Each of us, when finished, sought the shelter of our foxholes for the warmth and protection afforded. There had been little time until now to think of past Christmases, of families or loved ones, of gifts or mail, for there had been none since we had been in battle.

“Darkness came early that Christmas Day in the Ardennes and the outposts reported in that a large concentration of German panzer grenadiers, supported by half-tracks was approaching our line. Thus alerted, each trooper silently readied for the onslaught.

“Out of the night, through the falling snow, came the German columns trudging in their heavy coats, rifles slung over their shoulder, along the road fronting our positions; some talking, some smoking, all completely oblivious to the paratroopers dug in mere yards away. The wait for the signal to fire seemed endless; when it came, the firefight was both intense and devastating.”52

Captain LeFebvre watched the battle between the Company D troopers and grenadiers of the 9th SS Panzer Division. “A small bridge in front of D Company’s position which had been set for demolition, failed to go off, and the bazooka men’s rocket launcher failed to fire, so there was some fierce close-quarters fighting. The advantage of good fields of fire for the Americans, an apparently unplanned night attack by the attackers, and a lot of small-arms fire proved too much for the Germans, and they withdrew after about three hours of fighting.”53

As the firing died away, Sergeant Schlemmer could see the equipment, weapons, and dead bodies of SS troopers strewn about in front of the 508th defensive positions. “The falling snow mercifully covered the remains of the two German battalions that in that short time ceased to exist. As we retrieved the usable enemy weapons, ammunition, and equipment from the fallen ambushed column, we discovered a large wicker basket, which had been carried on a pole between two German soldiers. To our amazement, we found that it contained butter. Then, as if on cue, an American supply patrol from the rear found us and dropped off two food containers, one full of ice cold coffee; the other full of sliced turkey, solidly frozen. Our Christmas feast had arrived! Using the captured German butter to heat the turkey and the coffee over small fires at the bottom of our individual foxholes, we savored that feast. No finer Christmas dinner has ever been relished more than that simple meal, for then we knew we had not been forgotten, there on a snowbound ridge in the Belgian forests.”54

At 6:30 a.m. on December 26, a battalion of grenadiers from the 2nd SS Panzer Division supported by armor hit the 1st Battalion, 325th, at Tri-le-Chesling. Private First Class Mario Spina, with Company C, was in a two-man hole. “My partner and I were taking turns on guard—two hours on, two hours off. It was my turn to rest. But then all hell broke loose. Germans were all over the place. I couldn’t see much, my partner was blocking the front of the hole. Then he was shot and killed by a German machine pistol. I was trapped until [later that] morning, when the Germans were driven out.”55

Sergeant Harold Owens was in charge of the Company A Weapons Platoon 60mm mortar section. “They really hit us hard and they overran A and B Company. They called for mortar fire down on their positions. We did and it broke up the Germans’ attack.”56

Private First Class Clinton Riddle, with Company B, was ordered to lay down covering fire with his machine gun. “We counterattacked along with Company C and regained the lost ground. Many Germans were killed and ten were captured.”57

Owens’ mortars pounded the Germans even as the counterattack drove them back. “The Germans took off withdrawing, and running back up into some woods. We kept following them with mortars. We shelled the living stuffing out of them with those mortars.”58

Shortly before midnight on December 26–27, Private First Class Lane Lewis, with Company G, 508th, sat in his foxhole, having done just about everything he could to be prepared for the inevitable German assault. “We built up our defenses while the Germans probed our lines trying to find a weakness. The Germans would shell our positions with artillery and mortar fire. This artillery fire would come without warning. The veterans of our unit could always tell when these shells would hit our position and they would yell, ‘incoming!’ Anyone who happened to be outside of their foxhole would make a fast dive into the nearest foxhole to escape the flying bits of shrapnel, as the shells would explode. My buddy and I had dug a large and deep foxhole and covered it with logs and dirt. Even while protected in our foxhole we would feel the ground shake as each shell would explode. The noise was deafening! One morning when we got up out of our foxhole we were shocked to see that we had received a direct hit from a mortar shell fired during last night’s artillery attack, but we didn’t even hear it! Thank God it was a dud and did not explode. During this time it snowed about two more feet of snow and it was very cold.”59

Then, shortly after midnight Lewis heard some noise in the distance to his front. “Two German SS panzer grenadier battalions came out of the woods and advanced towards our lines that night with full force and determination. The attack came out of the woods across the open fields in front of our positions in Erria. A private in our company named Grassino was manning the listening post in front of our lines about one hundred yards from our positions. His job was to warn us by radio of an approaching attack, then to lie low and not be seen by the Germans. This was a very hazardous job! When the German attack began, he panicked and ran back towards our lines. All we saw in the dark was an armed man running towards us. We yelled ‘Halt, who goes there!’ but he kept on running towards us and in his panic he didn’t say a word. We didn’t know it was him; in the dark we thought he was the enemy. How could we think otherwise? We opened fire and didn’t see the mysterious figure anymore.

“Our artillery observers called in fire missions as soon as the attacking Germans entered the open fields. Soon, 105mm and 155mm artillery shells were busting among the advancing SS soldiers. From my foxhole I could see the shells exploding, lighting up the night sky. The artillery fire was really something to see! The noise was deafening and the whole ground shook with each blast. This artillery fire caused very heavy causalities upon the Germans, but these soldiers were very brave and well trained troops who did as they were ordered and continued their assault. Even though we were all firing at the shadowy figures coming towards us, it was not enough. My company (G) was forced out of Erria by this strong attack. Running as fast as I could, we left the Germans behind holding the town, but we weren’t defeated.

“Several hours later, while it was still dark we regrouped and launched a counterattack to recapture Erria. With the support of parts of E, F and I Parachute Infantry Companies we advanced in the darkness.

“This counterattack had caught the Germans completely by surprise; they were so confident that we would not return that we captured many German soldiers asleep in our own abandoned bedrolls. During the initial assault the Germans had captured my friend John Hodge as he was attempting to retreat. Our counterattack was so quick and sudden that the Germans left in great haste, forgetting all about John and leaving him behind unharmed. He was sure glad to see us again. We had all heard the stories about the SS killing their prisoners. This counterattack pushed the Germans out of Erria and they were forced to retreat back across the open fields to their original starting positions.

“As they retreated our artillery batteries began firing and caught them in the open again. Their loses were very heavy. I could hear the Germans screaming as they lay dying in the snow. The German sergeants would call out roll call to their platoons to determine how many men were lost and to try and maintain order and discipline. Not many Germans were able to answer this roll call.

“The next morning when it became light, I could see the open fields covered with the bodies of the frozen, dead Germans. The dead were frozen stiff in all kinds of gruesome positions. One German soldier was frozen with his arm outstretched as if reaching for someone. There must have been at least one hundred bodies there in those snow-covered fields. I felt a strange sense of pity for these poor brave fallen soldiers.

“We later learned that this attack was made by the 19th SS Panzer Grenadier Regiment from the 9th SS Panzer Division, and they had earned the reputation as the elite regiment of the division. That morning we strengthened our positions and captured a few more German soldiers who had been left behind and were hiding following our attack that had recaptured Erria.

“I remember seeing the graves registration unit as it gathered all the dead and stacked them up like firewood in one of the streets of Erria. Several of the dead had their fingers cut off by the graves registration people, who had stolen their rings. This was my first real combat experience and I was scared to death the whole time! I had never fired a weapon in anger before. Death was new to me, I had never seen so many dead people before, and I hoped that I never would again. I thought back to the time that I was so anxious to get into action. How naïve I had been. Little did I know that this was just the beginning of a time filled with blood and gore, and death.”60

As Private First Class Lewis was returning to his foxhole, he heard a trooper call out that he had found the body of the trooper on listening-post duty from the previous night. “We were all sick over shooting our own man! Why hadn’t he answered our challenge?”61

Company First Sergeant, Robert J. Kolterman counted the casualties for the Company G morning report. “One hundred enemy dead were counted in the company area. G Company suffered seven KIA, thirteen WIA, and two MIA.”62

On the 25th of December, the independent 551st Parachute Infantry Battalion under the command of Lieutenant Colonel Wood Joerg was attached to the 82nd Airborne Division. The 551st was ordered to make a raid on the night of December 27. Sergeant Douglas Dillard, with Company A, was in charge of the company communications section. Dillard was told that the 551st was to make a raid on “the farm at Noirfontaine, where a suspected German headquarters was located, and to interdict the villages of a Chappel, Ordimont, and Amcomont during the six hours in which the mission was to be completed. As we began moving through the outpost line of the 508th Parachute Infantry Regiment near Basse-Bodeux, General Gavin was there and told us we were making history. I recall as we moved almost in single file, we started to cross a streambed and received some German interdiction fire that landed in the stream just ahead of me. I was startled at first, but for some reason just moved forward, stepping into the crater from which the smoke of the explosion was still present. I subconsciously assumed a second shell would not land in the same hole. I was correct and the shelling stopped.

“I monitored the company radio and learned that leading elements of the 551 had engaged the Germans near the farm buildings and had already killed and captured several Germans. As the white phosphorous shells hit the barns, they caught fire and we could see the outline of German soldiers in front of the barns; naturally, they immediately became targets. On the radio it was reported that a German armored vehicle was nearby and needed to be neutralized. Almost at the same time, I saw a large explosion, and on the radio it was reported that the vehicle was a captured US half-track and it had just been hit with a bazooka round and exploded.
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“There was small arms fire going on all around the target. While Company A was not the lead company, we observed the action and provided the reserve force as needed. I made sure we closely monitored the battalion net for orders from battalion, or another company, in case contact was broken with battalion. We were in almost constant contact with the German forces as we withdrew through the lines of the 82nd before dawn. The entire battalion infiltrated 4,000 meters behind the German lines to accomplish this mission.”63

Lieutenant Dick Durkee, with Company A, lost one of his good friends in the assault, Lieutenant Robert L. “Lester” Kurtz, when he stepped on a “Bouncing Betty.” Durkee was saddened at the loss of Kurtz, who he described as “a great fellow; well liked by the men he commanded, and was the football coach for the 551st. He [had] received a battlefield commission.”64

The 551st had killed approximately thirty Germans and captured a number of prisoners, while it sustained four killed and fifteen wounded.

The 82nd Airborne Division spent the next few days improving defensive positions and patrolling. The three once-powerful SS panzer divisions that the 82nd Airborne had fought against for the previous week were withdrawn after Christmas and sent south to attack the Bastogne salient, leaving behind much of their armor and other heavy weapons that had been destroyed by the 82nd. On the night of January 1, 1945, the independent 517th Parachute Infantry Regiment, commanded by Colonel Rupert Graves, was attached to the 82nd Airborne Division, in preparation for a general counteroffensive that was planned for January 3. The American divisions on the northern and southern shoulders would push the German Army back to their start line in a series of brutal frontal attacks in some of the worst winter conditions in the last fifty years. This counteroffensive to retake the ground given up as a result of the withdrawal order from Field Marshall Montgomery would exact a terrible toll on both attacker and defender.
  


CHAPTER 13

“WELL COLONEL,
THE OLD GUYS GOT IT TODAY”1
 

As part of the counteroffensive by the US Army, the 82nd Airborne Division plan for the attack that would commence on January 3, 1945, consisted of a three-regiment assault with two regiments held in reserve. Even with the addition of the attached 517th Parachute Infantry Regiment and the 551st Parachute Infantry Battalion, the division still didn’t even have its authorized strength. On the right flank the 325th would seize the high ground of Heid-de-Heirlot and then push south to capture Amcomont. In the center the 505th would take the high ground to their front, including the villages of Noirfontaine on its right, Reharmont in the center, and Fosse on the left. The 517th Parachute Infantry Regiment with the 551st Parachute Infantry Battalion attached would attack on the left flank to capture Trois Ponts and the hamlets of St.-Jacques and Bergeval on the high ground to the south. Because the terrain was hilly and contained areas that were heavily wooded, Montgomery insisted on the use of phase lines to prevent units from becoming isolated in front of the units to either side. The commanders of the 82nd were not happy with the phase-line restrictions. They felt that once they broke the initial enemy line and got them on the run, they wanted to pursue them closely, so as not to give them an opportunity to recover.

The opposition in the 82nd Airborne sector would consist of the 62nd Volksgrenadier Division. This division had been reconstituted in the autumn from a cadre of veterans after being wiped out on the Eastern Front. This division had fought well at St.-Vith. Its strength was less than ten thousand, with only two battalions in each of its three regiments. However, the 62nd possessed a full complement of artillery and heavy mortars.

On January 2, 1945, Lieutenant Rusty Hays was transferred from Company F, 505th, to Company D, 505th. It was also his birthday. That night, Hays made preparations for the attack the following morning. “That began an ordeal that was common every time we were slated to make an attack. Each soldier took his overcoat and all his sleeping gear, rolled it in a bundle, and left it to be brought up at a later date after the attack. The idea was that we’d not be weighed down with this extra weight. The snow was about two feet deep and, the temperature about ten to twenty degrees below zero. While we were moving, the cold was not too bad. We were acclimated to the cold by that time. But it was impossible to sleep at night. We were already too lightly equipped for the weather we faced, and to drop what warm things we had and have to lie down in the snow to sleep was miserable.

“The night before our attack, I was faced with spending a miserable night in the snow in well below zero weather. Then, I remembered something I had read about when I was a boy. When I was growing up, I enjoyed reading Indian lore. One of the things I read about was how Indians managed to sleep warm when they were caught in the woods and had to spend the night. They had a technique of making a warm bed from fir, spruce, or pine branches. I decided to see if it would work for me. It took me an hour to prepare my bed, but it was well worth it. That night I slept soundly and warmly, thanks to the Indians.”2

At dawn on January 3, 1945, the American counteroffensive began in the midst of one- to two-foot-deep snow, fog, and an overcast sky. The 2nd Battalion, 325th, wearing newly issued snow caps or white pullovers and “shoe pac” overshoes, moved out toward the wooded hill of Heid-de-Heirlot almost twelve hundred yards away, with Companies E and G leading. Instead of making a frontal assault on the dug-in Germans on the northern slope of the hill, the 2nd Battalion moved south to a point east of the hill, then wheeled right and attacked up the eastern slope of the hill. Technical Sergeant George Speakman’s platoon was leading Company E. “The 4th Platoon broke the trail [through] two and a half to three feet of snow.”3

Private Leonard Weinstein, with Company G, was an ammo bearer for a BAR team. “The point was to be a squad of the 2nd Platoon, with the BAR team of that squad to be the advance scouts. That BAR man was Chester Idland, and I was the other half of the team.

“At the given time we advanced to our line of departure to await zero hour [8:30 a.m.], for what was supposed to be a coordinated attack on a wide front. During this time our company suffered from supporting artillery that was laying down a heavy barrage before the attack.

“Finally, the order came to attack. Our artillery was still firing over us, and the enemy fire was coming at us. I don’t know how long Chester and I were on the point, but one of our machine gun squads was to our right, and not very far behind us. By now we were all pinned down due to the heavy fire from enemy machine guns and artillery. During a lull in the firing, Chester and I got up to continue the attack. About the same time that we discovered that the BAR would not fire, Chester was wounded. I asked him if he was able to move and possibly walk.

“He answered, ‘I don’t know, but I’ll try.’ Sergeant Dean Foss of the machine gun section was the ranking non-com nearest to us. He suggested that I get Chester back to the aid station.

“Another barrage of artillery was again going on overhead. Under cover of this, we started toward the rear and the aid station. We were under a constant barrage of both incoming and outgoing fire. I never knew a wounded man could move so fast. We would run and walk until exhausted and then fall onto the snow covered ground to rest for a minute. Along the way, I asked other GIs in the slow-moving attack for directions to the aid station. After what seemed like an eternity, we finally reached the aid station.”4

Company E squad leader Sergeant Howard Luedtke and his men were caught in the open behind the lead elements as they struggled through the snow. “Some places the snow was up to my knees. There was no cover on this open field. So we were sitting ducks for machine guns and riflemen in the woods. I lost most of my squad. But three of us made it to a thin hedgerow, where I was hit.”5

The move to flank the hill worked well, however, despite the heavy German fire. The 2nd Battalion troopers, such as Technical Sergeant Speakman and his Company E platoon, quickly overran the Germans defending the northern slope. “We took over the Jerry foxholes.”6

The 2nd Battalion moved deeper into the woods and cleared the hill, sending a large number of prisoners to the rear. However, the battalion commander, Major Richard Gibson, was seriously wounded. Lieutenant Colonel Edwin Ostberg, who had been seriously wounded while serving with the 507th in Normandy, was sent down from division to replace Gibson.

The 2nd Battalion, 401st, followed the trail broken by the 2nd Battalion, 325th, but instead of wheeling to the right, Companies F and G, 401st formed a skirmish line and moved south toward the villages of Amcomont and Ordimont. Company E followed, riding on Sherman tanks of Company B, 740th Tank Battalion. The advance across the deep snow-covered fields was slow as each man made his own trail. By dark, the 2nd Battalion, 401st, was in position north of Amcomont to assault the town, while the 2nd Battalion, 325th, had secured Heid-de-Heirlot and was in position to seize Heirlot.

On the right side of the 505th sector, the 2nd Battalion advanced toward the farmhouses of Noirfontaine. Company F advanced on the right on the west side of the road that ran south to Goronne. Staff Sergeant Russ Brown was one the mortar squad leaders in F Company. “[Private First Class Victor G.] Saragosa had been in the 3rd Platoon mortar squad. But he was placed in my squad because he was the only one left in his squad. At the start of the attack we rode on the tanks until we were fired on, then we jumped off the tanks. I had the mortar and Saragosa took it from me as we walked away from the tank. An 88 fired at the tank; we hit the ground. Saragosa was killed and my head was ringing. Someone said, ‘Brown, you are bleeding.’ I had a piece of shrapnel go through my ear, but that was all. I was OK.”7

Shortly after Company F dismounted, German tanks and self-propelled guns quickly knocked out two Sherman tanks and two M10 tank destroyers. Corporal Don McKeage was moving with the company headquarters group as they struggled through the deep snow. “Company headquarters included a machine gun section from the 2nd Battalion, Headquarters Company; a total of nineteen men led by Lieutenant [Harold E.] Case.

“Three platoons disappeared into the woods. We started up a fence row and figured we were behind one of our platoons. As we entered the woods, all hell broke loose. Two mortar shells hit with tree bursts right on our group. Sixteen of our men, including the complete machine gun section went down—all wounded. Three of us were OK—Lieutenant Case, James Shuman, and myself. The Germans opened up with rifle fire. I had my rifle shot out of my hand. For some reason, the platoon was not where we figured.”8

Company D moved south toward Noirfontaine, east of the road. Lieutenant Joe Meyers was leading the 3rd Platoon of Company D, 505th. “Heavy mortar and artillery fire greeted us at the line of departure (LD). A short distance beyond the LD we forded a small stream and advanced into large open snow covered fields. The mortar and artillery fire was very heavy, and suddenly I felt a hot burning sensation in the fleshy part of my right upper arm. A medic cut away the layers of clothing [and] informed me I had a minor shrapnel wound.

“We continued to advance and arrived at a road junction where we halted briefly. Vandervoort joined [Captain George D.] Carlson and me. He wanted a patrol dispatched to contact the 3rd Battalion on our left. I volunteered to take the patrol, but Vandervoort wisely told me to send an NCO. After I dispatched the patrol, Carlson and I discussed the best route of advance. Directly to our front was a large open field about one hundred fifty yards wide and three hundred yards long. A few yards inside the field, we saw a German antitank minefield hastily installed on top of the ground and covered by the new snow. It was not necessary to expose the entire company while crossing this open field. I recommended the 3rd Platoon cross the field, and that Carlson move the company along a covered route on the far side of the field. Carlson would have me in his sight all the way and we could link up in the far woods. Carlson agreed. The 3rd Platoon crossed the field without losing a man.

“When we reached the woods at the far end of the field we discovered several hastily installed booby traps and halted to disarm them. One of my BAR men, Private First Class James McKinney, flushed out and killed a couple of Germans. McKinney was a good soldier. His motto was, ‘When it’s too tough for everyone else, it’s just right for me.’ He lived up to it.”9

Meanwhile the rest of the company moved up the narrow, tree-lined lane. Vandervoort had told Captain Carlson that when they made contact with Company F to radio him with the position. The SCR 300 radio operator for Company D was Private First Class Allan C. Barger. “Just as we got to the position we expected to find F Company, we found them. But before we could even say a word on the radio, a shell struck right in our midst.

“I felt the left side of my face and my left shoulder go numb. And as I passed out, I remembered having been told in the case of such wounds the portion damaged would turn numb. So of course, I thought the whole side of my face was removed along with a chunk of my shoulder. That meant I was finished. To myself I made the voiceless scream: ‘I’m not ready to die!’ It was as though I wanted to get my soul screwed on right before I left this planet.

“It was joyful surprise when I came to and found all I had was a small bloody hole in the top of my shoulder. A piece of shrapnel had gone through both my radio and musette bag shoulder straps and a thick layer of clothes. It lodged right next to my shoulder blade.

“As I looked around me I discovered a whole cluster of men wounded or dead on the floor of the forest. Captain Carlson was not only wounded in the leg, but Lieutenant Virgil Gould was lying on the ground with a hole in his knee. We were the lucky ones, for our operations sergeant, Freddie Freeland, was mortally wounded by the same burst. The medics were pretty busy dressing our wounds and of course giving us shots.”10

To the east, Lieutenant Meyers and his platoon were finishing getting the booby traps disarmed. “A runner arrived and reported mortar fire had wounded both Carlson and [1st Sergeant John] Rabig, and had killed or wounded several other men. I assumed command and sent for [Lieutenant Lawrence M.] Price and [Lieutenant Marshall] Hughes. While they were coming, I contacted [Lieutenant] Harold Case, F Company commander, and informed him of our situation. When Price and Hughes arrived with the company radio, I notified battalion of our situation. I decided to continue the advance with three platoons in column, 3rd Platoon leading. Deployed platoons are difficult to control in dense woods and, although mortar and artillery fire was extremely heavy, enemy resistance was spotty. The attack continued until shortly before dark, when we stopped and dug in for the night.”11

The 1st Battalion, 505th, was assigned to capture the town of Reharmont in the center of the 505th zone of attack. As Company C moved directly toward the village, artillery fire exploded around them wounding Lieutenant Gus Sanders and a couple of his men as they approached a stream. After wading across the freezing, chest-deep stream, they moved up a wooded hill toward Reharmont. The woods concealed the Company C skirmish line until they were within a hundred yards of the town. As Lieutenants Walter Haupt and Wilbert H. Robbins, Jr., emerged from the woods leading their platoons, they were cut down by German fire and killed. An assistant platoon leader, Lieutenant Edwin Barker, took command of Haupt’s platoon, only to be hit by an MG-42 burst. He had so many wounds that the medics were sure he would not make it. Somehow, Barker held on, despite the grievous wounds and survived. Machine gun, small arms, and mortar fire cut down everyone that moved forward from that small wooded area. Company C was pinned inside the woods, receiving tree bursts from artillery and mortar fire.

Company C trooper Private First Class Joe Tallett was told to move back from the edge of the wooded area and take cover “on the side of the hill and wait for the tanks or until A Company flanked the enemy’s positions. Looking down the hill I could see the combat engineers working on the bridge. They were taking heavy casualties. Working along with them in water up to his chest was the commander of the 82nd Airborne Division, Major General James M. Gavin. This was typical of ‘Slim Jim,’ a warrior, and an inspirational leader to his men.”12

Company A was moving up on the right flank of Company C. Private First Class Dave Bullington had been with Company A since its inception and had made all four combat jumps. “I was carrying a box of machine gun ammunition. They started shelling us with artillery and mortars. A lot of that stuff landed in the trees; it didn’t do much good to get on the ground with all of that stuff going off over your head. We were attacking in one direction and all at once we made a ninety degree turn to the left. We moved up and I didn’t get very far; a couple of men and I ran and got behind a mound of dirt. I no sooner got there, than the Krauts opened up with a machine gun and hit me in the hand. I still had my hand on that box of ammunition. I guess if I hadn’t had my hand on that box of ammunition I wouldn’t have gotten hit. I couldn’t hardly tell which hand I was hit in, because they were both hurting, it was so cold. I got evacuated that time. The war was over for me.”13

Company A was now positioned west of Reharmont, with Company C just north of it. Company B, the battalion reserve, was brought up but was hit by Germans on their right flank, inflicting several casualties. Company B engaged the enemy force and destroyed it with the help of a couple of Sherman tanks that arrived shortly after the engineers finished repairing the bridge. Company B and the tanks moved forward to join the other two companies.

During the two hours that Company C was pinned down in the woods, they were under almost constant fire from four 88mm guns and mortars, which inflicted severe casualties from tree bursts. Finally, Private First Class Tallett, with Company C, was given the order to move up to the front of the woods. The company was ready to assault the town. “A combination of getting the tanks across the creek and A Company flanking the German position broke the stalemate. We rolled up their line and killed and captured about a battalion of Germans.”14

The objective was taken by around 11:00 a.m., but the assault had cost Company C half of its strength. The battalion moved out and was on its phase line a couple of hours later.

On the left flank of the 505th attack, the 3rd Battalion moved out toward its initial objective, the hamlet of Fosse. Company I was assigned to seize Fosse, with supporting fire from Company H on their right. Company G moved behind them in reserve. One of the Company I medics, Private First Class Jack Lyons, was expecting an easy day. “We had been told that our objective was Fosse, and that there would not be a lot of resistance. There was supposed to be some sort of German ‘Volksturm,’ or old soldiers, or something.”15

As Company I made its way through the deep snow to the initial point, Sergeant Bill Dunfee was near the front of the column. “As we moved down this road, there was a tree burst over my head that nobody heard coming. [Private Louis] DiGiralamo, who was directly behind me was killed instantly, [and] Jessie Clark was across the road and caught shrapnel in his leg and foot. I was knocked down and the butt of my BAR came down on my middle finger, putting a permanent kink in it. Shrapnel tore away my left breast pocket, mangling the hell out of my toothbrush and toothpaste. There was just this one round that came in, and we were up and on our way.”16

Sergeant Bill Tucker moved through the deep snow with his Company I mortar squad and their heavy loads. “We trudged uphill to Fosse, and our tails dragged. We went along in single file. For about half an hour, we had no trouble as we climbed the snowy hills.”17

Near the bottom of the hill, Private First Class Dennis Force began the climb up the snow-covered slope to Fosse on the crest above. “It was quite heavily wooded until we got to the first hedge. Then we went into attack formation with [Sergeant Charles] Matash and the squad.”18

Platoon Sergeant Dunfee struggled as he moved through the deep snow weighed down by his BAR and the heavy ammunition he carried. “When I got to within seventy-five yards of our objective, the Germans opened up with a vengeance. We were pinned down by rifle and machine gun fire from our front, as well as the woods on our left. I found a roll in the ground and bellied down.”19

As Sergeant Tucker and his mortar squad wound around the right side of the hill, Tucker heard bullets crack by him and the snow kick up as several bursts hit among his men. “Suddenly, we were fired on by machine gun posts at our left rear. We had passed them, but they were closer to the top of the hill than we were. Enemy firing seemed to be on both the left and right. Germans were dug in both inside and outside the town. They had set up strong machine gun posts at the actual crest of the hill and could look down into the valley. We were in between the machine gun outposts and the town, which also held German forces.

“I ordered my squad into action and ran up to the next level of the hill to get a line on the German machine guns. Part of 3rd Platoon was sheltered behind a ledge. I glanced up, but machine gun fire knocked snow into my eyes.

“Captain [Archibald] McPheeters was at the head of 1st Platoon and pinned down at the left about fifty yards from the top of the hill. [Corporal William A.] Hallahan started to get up and move that way. He was shot through the head. [Private First Class Richard W.] Cutler, a veteran of campaigns since Africa, was killed. He left a wife and two children. [Sergeant Arthur M. “Tommie”] Thompson ran over and held Cutler in his arms as he died. They were really close buddies.”20

Near the crest of the hill, Sergeant Dunfee tried to move up to a small hedgerow about twenty yards in front of him. “Every time I attempted to move from the trough I was in, I drew fire. In my mind’s eye I could visualize the German just begging me to raise up just a little more, so he could blow my head off. I had done that very thing, when the shoe was on the other foot. I was very scared and frustrated. I eased over on my back and wondered where the hell was that company of the 551st that was supposed to clear the woods on our left.”21

Also pinned down on the hillside near Fosse, Private First Class Howard C. Goodson felt the snow kick up as machine gun bursts hit all around his position. “They had machine guns all along the top, on that road. It was the most scared I have ever been, and I was alone.”22

Private First Class John Siam, carrying a .30-caliber machine gun, was pinned down with his platoon. “Christian ordered our machine gun and Gilbert and his bazooka to get to the top of the hill and return fire in the wooded area. As soon as we opened fire, Jerry mortars rained in on us. I stopped firing and asked Martin if he was OK, because a mortar round landed close to his foot.

“Martin said he was OK and then said, ‘Gilbert’s hit.’ I looked to my left and saw Gilbert on his hands and knees with blood pouring out of his mouth. He was shot through the nose, and the bullet took his teeth out and came out his ear. Christian ordered us back down the hill.”23

Sergeant Tucker couldn’t see any way out of the situation. “If we moved forward, machine gun posts would probably nail us. We couldn’t move back either, or we would lose the attack. We could move only by crawling. We had to lie flat where we were in the snow. German artillery screamed into us and crunched all around. It was terrible. We wanted to dash forward at the town, but others had tried and were killed. The Operations Sergeant, William F. Reynolds, crawled ahead of us. He was killed.”24

Lieutenant Christian ordered the men in the 2nd Platoon to move back down the hill and then move around the right side again. It wasn’t easy for Private First Class Siam to move with his machine gun, but he finally caught up with the platoon on the right side of the hill. “That’s when Christian said, ‘Okay, get that machine gun up the hill here,’ and we said, ‘We don’t have any ammo.’ [Private First Class] Nick Cavallaro, being the kind of guy he was, immediately grabbed the cans of ammo and took off and I ran up right behind him. As I ran, I saw guys were going along the top line of the hill toward the town and were silhouetted. I was along the right side just below.

“As we reached the top of the damn hill, all of a sudden Cavallaro catches a machine gun burst straight in his neck and his chest. He hit the ground as hard as anyone I ever saw hit the ground.”25

The same burst hit Sergeant Tucker. “Three of us were hit. Bullets through the neck partially ripped Cavallaro’s head off. A bullet hit my rifle and ricocheted into my left shoulder. Another bullet smashed into the rear of my helmet, ripped through the liner, and tore a big hole out in the front. The bullet had left just a little burn at the top of my head without breaking the skin. In a split second, it occurred to me that I knew the closeness of death.”26

Private First Class Dennis Force was right behind them when they were hit. “John Siam and I, side-by-side, hit the snow. Then I jumped up and ran to Nick, grabbing him by the shoulder straps. I guess he was dead; I rolled him over and hollered for a medic.”27

Private Pat Passero heard the call for a medic. “I told a sergeant right alongside me, ‘I’m going to go up and get him.’

“He said, ‘No, no don’t go. They got him pinned down.’

“I put both hands on each side of me, holding the medical packs down, I slipped through the fence and these bushes, and I ran across this field, more or less in the open. I was so naive that I figured that having this bright Red Cross brassard on my arm and kit, the Germans could see that I was a medic. I was going more or less right out in the open. I cut right across this field crouching down with my hands on my side, keeping the medical packs from slapping up against my legs. As I was crouching and running up this hill, I could see the tracers coming at me. I said to myself, ‘You know, these guys are firing at me. They mean business.’ But I didn’t get hit while I was running and I got to the top of this field.”28

Seeing the medic approaching, Private First Class Force moved out of the way. “I jumped up and got about twenty feet away and hit the snow as machine gun fire came at me from the left.”29

Passero got up to the wounded men and stopped. “There were four guys lying there. They looked up at me when I came, and I looked the situation over. I could see one guy lying there with a big wound in his neck—it was all blood. I could see he was the worst hit of all because he wasn’t looking at me. The other guys were talking—yelling to me, saying things, but I couldn’t comprehend because I was trying to concentrate on what I had to do. So I yanked the medical packs off over my head, and I knelt down alongside the guy I figured needed the most attention.”30

As Passero knelt to work on Private First Class Cavallaro, he suddenly went down. At first, Passero didn’t realize he was hit. “Immediately, I felt my legs go from underneath me. I was kneeling and it felt like something plowed right into me and it knocked me flat on my face. I kind of thought I got hit, but it didn’t hurt so much, as it was surprising. I went to raise myself up on my elbows and I felt I got hit again. I got hit in the back this time—got slammed down to the ground again. So I just lay there.”31

Just a few yards away, Force asked Passero how badly he was hit. “Then, while I was talking to Passero, I was hit in the face and in the arm.”32

A few minutes later, the other company medic, Private First Class Jack Lyons, was hit by mortar fire. “I believe it was Joe Novak who patched me up. I said I was okay to stay. I wasn’t in any pain; the pain came later.”33

When the firing had started, Sergeant Harry J. Buffone had dropped behind a slight ridge on the right side of the hill, shielding him from the crossfire from the left, somewhat. “Lieutenant [Richard H.] Degenhardt yelled, ‘1st or 3rd Squad, follow me!’ They all took off and managed to get out of sight. Then we heard a lot of machine gun fire. We heard later that everyone of them got caught in a gully and the machine gun fire got all of them.”34

Degenhardt had been hit with a burst of machine gun fire in the chest and killed, and the men following him were wounded. The other company medic, Private First Class Jack Lyons, was called to go get Lieutenant Degenhardt. “I got maybe thirty yards from him and I got hit again. Captain McPheeters had been hit not long after I had left him to go out to Degenhardt. When I came back down, they told me he had been shot through the head and killed instantly.”35

Captain McPheeters had attempted to lead the 1st Platoon forward in an assault on the town, but had been cut down before he had taken more than a half dozen steps.

Sergeant Tucker and the wounded men lying with him worked their way back down the hill. “We rolled ourselves and the wounded down the hillside away to where we were safer. The remainder of the platoon had failed in its attack on the main German machine gun outpost and rejoined us on the hill’s lower ledge. We couldn’t move. German artillery slowly [was wiping] us out. The noise was terrific. We had to do something. We had to try something new.

“The 1st and 3rd Platoons were still out in front about a hundred yards from the town. They were pinned down. We moved again toward them, staying along the side of the hill. A little cart path wound up to the town. To its right was a big haystack. Some guys were behind the haystack with their backs to us. Everyone was flattened out on the snow. German shelling got worse. I pressured Lieutenant Christian for an open assault on the town because of increasing losses from shelling. About the only moving around I could do was crawl over to the haystack and sit with [Rudy] for a few minutes. Then I would crawl back, all the time arguing with Lieutenant Christian about what we could do. Lieutenant Christian wanted to get some orders from somewhere. We had no company commander, and no [other] officer around us.

“From his place with 2nd Platoon, [Sergeant Paul] Hill appeared, holding a wound in his neck. ‘So long boys,’ he said. ‘I finally made it.’ We had lost at least fifty men dead and wounded on the hill.

“I moved toward the haystack again. Bullets whipped through our area at waist height. I sat behind the haystack with Tepsick. I felt a little secure, but I knew what a machine gun could do if they decided to shoot through the haystack. Suddenly, as we sat there, we saw H Company in the valley three hundred yards away. They were moving in to give us a hand.”36

Company H, 505th, came out of the woods in a skirmish line and advanced toward Fosse on the right of Company I. Sergeant Norbert Beach struggled through the deep snow carrying his equipment, which included a forty-pound SCR 300. “We were immediately hit with heavy artillery fire. We attempted all morning and into the afternoon to try to take this town, but were always turned back because of heavy machine gun fire and we had no cover.”37

A few troopers from Company I, such as Private First Class Howard Good-son, a four combat-jump veteran, were individually and in small groups inching toward the German positions. “I was crawling in that damned snow. I kept getting closer. Matash and his group were near the top of the hill pretty close to the road the Germans were on.”38 Finally, Goodson and some of the others worked in close enough to begin picking off some of the machine gun crews.

Shortly after noon, as if receiving a gift from God, Sergeant Beach heard the sound of tanks approaching from the west along the road to Fosse. “We got behind the tanks and got into the edge of the town.”39

Company H moved into the western edge and behind the town, while Company C, 551st, closed in from the east, surrounding the Germans in the town. The fire directed at Company I subsided as the Germans turned their attention to counter the threats on their flanks and rear. Company I now began to advance into the town. As Private First Class Siam took his machine gun and put it over his shoulder to move up the hill, he moved through an appalling scene. “I saw the bodies of our other machine gun team, both killed, McPheeters’ body, parts of bodies all over the hill, and Lieutenant Christian bandaging his head.”40

The veteran troopers of Company H, the survivors of Company I, and Company C, 551st, destroyed the German battalion holding the town after vicious house-to-house fighting. Although a few of the defenders escaped, most were killed or wounded, and only about 125 were captured, including the battalion commander. The scene was ghastly—dead troopers lay in the snow in front of Fosse and German corpses littered the village. Most of the German wounded would die of exposure that night. Casualties were so high that the medics had their hands full evacuating all of the wounded troopers of Companies H and I. Every officer in Company I had been killed or wounded in the terrible crossfire of German machine guns. Two of every three troopers in Company I were casualties. Company H suffered terribly as well but was still a capable fighting force as darkness fell.

That afternoon, Sergeant Tucker was evacuated to the aid station at Basse-Bodeux where the 505th command post was located. “At regimental headquarters, the ground and buildings were littered with dead and wounded men. The surgeon worked on me with sulfa and quick bandages. Men were dying. My wounds felt small as I looked around at the others. I told the surgeon I didn’t want any help. He said to go back with the other wounded men in the truck. My wounds were still not fully dressed, so I hung around the yard. [Lieutenant] Colonel Krause, who had become the regimental executive officer, paced up and down. I said to him, ‘Well Colonel, the old guys got it today.’ Colonel Krause stopped. He gazed at me and beyond me. There were tears in his eyes.”41

The exhausted troopers of Company H would not be spending the night in Fosse. Companies H and G pushed on another eleven hundred yards south to their phase line, while what was left of Company I remained in Fosse overnight. As darkness descended, Colonel Ekman and some of his staff personally searched the sites of the day’s battles for wounded 505th troopers who had not yet been evacuated.

Staff Sergeant Walter L. Tuttle, assigned to a 155mm battery of the 592nd Field Artillery Battalion, entered Fosse the following day. “We had been called on to fire for the 82nd Airborne Division. They had just cleaned out Fosse, and when the 82nd cleans out a town, it is clean. German soldiers were lying everywhere, frozen stiff in the snow, some were lying in the road, and our trucks smashed them to pieces. The 82nd added an ironic touch by standing one up against a fence in the position of a route marker. He had fallen with an arm outstretched and had hair a foot long, frozen as if the wind were blowing it straight out. These things are not very nice to write about, but I see no reason to hide the facts of warfare. There were no buildings that we could get into at Fosse. In nearly zero [degree] weather, we dug holes in the ground, covered them over with logs, hay and dirt, then, with plenty of hay and blankets inside, managed to sleep fairly warm.”42

As darkness fell on January 3, Sergeant Beach, with Company H, 505th, sorely missed the long-john underwear that he had cut off a couple of weeks earlier. He was also without his blanket, overcoat, and sleeping bag. They were still in the field where he and his fellow troopers had left them early that morning, before daylight. “We got orders to move out to a certain wooded area. It began to snow as we moved out about dusk. It got extremely cold. Our equipment did not catch up with us, and we had orders of no campfires.

“I had secured a blanket off of one of the Germans. One of my buddies and I got under it and tried to keep warm, but it got damp from the snow. There was no way of staying reasonably warm.

“So about 2:00 a.m. he and I decided to see if we couldn’t start a fire of some kind, thinking it was better to be shot by the Germans than freeze to death. So we scraped up enough wood and cut it up into small shavings to get it started, as it was damp. After considerable effort, we got it going, and as the flames began to light up the area, more troopers came in with more wood. Consequently, by 4:00 a.m. we had a big fire going.

“We drew no enemy fire and were not reprimanded for the fire, as officers gathered around it just like we did. But this night we had quite a few men get frostbite on their fingers, ears, and hands. Luckily, I had a couple of changes of socks with me, which I changed to keep my feet dry.”43

On the left flank of the 82nd attack, the 551st Parachute Infantry Battalion attached to the 517th Parachute Infantry Regiment moved out of Basse-Bodeux to attack the Herispeche, wooded high ground on the right flank of the regiment. Company C was on the right and was to maintain contact with Company I, 505th, to its right. On the left, as Company A moved to its line of departure, a sunken road, it was hit by long-range machine gun fire traversing the road from both directions. Heavy German artillery fire and mortar fire pounded the road. Snipers on a hill in front shot anyone who moved forward. It was an almost perfect killing ground. Sergeant Doug Dillard was in charge of the company communications section. “Lieutenant [George] Luening, a platoon leader, called in on his SCR 536 and reported Schu mines in the approach, but said they were frozen, so we could move across the area as soon as the snipers on the hill were neutralized. Almost immediately after that he was shot and killed by a sniper.”44

One of the assistant platoon leaders, Lieutenant Dick Durkee, went after the snipers. “I took a BAR and with the aid of Sergeant [Arnold] Anderson, I crawled around the right flank and killed one of the snipers, and the other got away. On this maneuver, the sergeant who was with me was killed.

“The company pushed forward again and the Krauts seemed to be all around us as they were firing at us from all directions. Our communication with other companies was very limited as at times we couldn’t reach them with our SCR 300 and if we did, the Krauts would interrupt. It started to snow and it got colder by the minute. Some of us had worked up a sweat, and it froze to our bodies, and some of us had only combat boots on and no overshoes; our feet were cold. But we all knew that this was a time when you have just got to take it and like it.”45

Sergeant Dillard moved with the command group through the woods trying to maintain communications with the battalion and the company’s platoons. “We continued to lose troopers as the fire caused tree bursts and downward flow of artillery and mortar fragments. These casualties were evacuated to the road we crossed that had been our line of departure for the attack. I was standing beside one of our men when a tree burst hit just over his head; he was not wounded, but the shock of the explosion caused a severe emotional reaction, and he became violently uncontrollable. I grabbed him to calm him, and with two troopers, we turned him over to the company medic for evacuation… he never returned to the unit.

“It was now late afternoon of 3 January, and we moved to the edge of an open field that was used for cattle grazing, and therefore was completely clear of any vegetation or trees. About every fifty feet or so was a small wire fence that over the years a build up of sod [had] occurred [on]. This was to seem significant a few moments later. The mission was to attack across this field, cross a small road, and secure the high ground behind the road. The company started out with two platoons abreast, [with] company headquarters in the middle of the two platoons and just to their rear. The third platoon was in reserve. As we emerged from the woods, it seemed that the objective road across the field was about 1,500–2,000 [yards] away. I observed a German [Mark V Panther] tank on the left side of the field near a house and hundreds of German soldiers digging in on the forward slope of the hill. I thought, ‘Man, this is going to be a rough deal, maybe the last one.’

“With a few 81mm mortars of ours firing, we proceeded to enter the field and start firing small-arms fire at the Germans. I was with Captain [Marshall] Dalton, 1st Sergeant [Roy] McCraw, the two radio operators, the company medic, and two more of our troopers who were runners. We advanced into the middle of the field and a large blast exploded to our immediate front. We were all knocked down and stunned a bit from the explosion. The tank on our left had fired directly at our group. We slowly recovered, but Captain Dalton appeared to have been killed or knocked out from the blast. Two of our troopers and I began to drag Captain Dalton back towards the woods. We were under small-arms fire and the tank was firing across the field. As we withdrew and began crossing the small wire fences, those piles of sod seemed to be six feet tall, or we thought so.

“After reaching the wood line, the company medic checked Captain Dalton and was not really sure of his injuries. The captain recovered a bit, but was still semiconscious. The medic said he should be evacuated; so along with the 1st sergeant, the medic and two of the troopers carried Captain Dalton back along the road to the aid station. Meanwhile, I notified battalion that the company commander had been evacuated and was told to contact Lieutenant Keith Harsh, the 1st Platoon leader; he would assume command of Company A until Lieutenant [Donald A. ‘Big Dog’] Booth could come forward and assume command.”46

As this was occurring, Lieutenant Durkee jumped to his feet and told his men to follow him. “I led them around the right flank to a patch of woods and set up our machine guns and fired on the left flank of Jerry. The Krauts withdrew.

“Lieutenant Booth, now in command of the company, organized a rescue squad and sent the rest of the company to Fosse to join C Company. Germans were still around and when darkness fell, we went out to get the wounded. The snow had started to fall and it had done a good job of hiding the bodies of the men from us. It was hard to tell the wounded from the dead. Finally, we managed to get all the wounded on the road and started to the town of Fosse where we knew they could get medical attention. It was a strange procession going up the road. Some of the wounded were carried on stretchers, others on the backs and shoulders of the men, and one man, Sergeant [Wilbur] Banks, was carried in a wheelbarrow. He died on the way, but the men continued to carry his dead body.

“I’ll never forget the last look I had of the scene of the encounter as we staggered down the road. I happened to look back and the sight will never leave me—the bodies of our buddies were strewn about in the field where they had fallen and partially covered with snow. I could see one man leaning against a fence pole, he apparently was going to climb over, but just didn’t quite make it. Just before I rounded the corner, I looked back once more and bid the dead goodbye as the snow completely covered them and hid them from the war-torn world.”47

Company C attacked that morning on the right of Company A and to the left of Company I, 505th, to clear the woods just east of Fosse. The company made good progress, but was ordered by Lieutenant Colonel Wood Joerg to hold up and wait for Company A to come up on its left flank. While waiting, the Germans shifted their artillery from Company A to Company C, hitting them full force, killing and severely wounding a total of forty-five in just fifteen minutes. After reorganizing, Company C moved into the woods east of Fosse, where it engaged the Germans who had wreaked so much devastation on Company I, 505th. The fighting was particularly brutal, with Company C assaulting one dug-in machine gun position after the other as they moved up the slope of the hill toward Fosse.

On the far left flank of the division, the 517th Parachute Infantry Regiment was late getting off of its line of departure, but moved through Trois Ponts by 9:00 a.m. against limited opposition. Gavin was not pleased with their performance and spent most of his time in their sector on the 3rd of January. The Germans on the high ground on the eastern side of the Salm River poured longrange fire into the exposed 517th as they moved forward. More deadly was the fire emanating from Mont-de-Fosse, southwest of Trois Ponts; the 2nd Battalion was stopped in its tracks. As darkness fell, Gavin demanded that St.-Jacques and Bergeval be taken that night. Colonel Graves allowed his 1st Battalion commander, Major William Boyle, to take his battalion around the right flank through the 551st sector and take the two towns and the Mont-de-Fosse high ground from the rear. The march was a long one, but the night attack worked beautifully, and both towns were in the hands of the 517th by 4:30 a.m., almost without casualties. The battalion then struck Mont-de-Fosse from the rear that morning and captured it as well, with few casualties.

The night of January 3, men suffered terribly from the cold, as no coats, bedrolls, blankets, or food was brought up. The evacuation of the wounded, bringing up ammunition and water, and moving artillery forward took priority over getting the other items brought forward to the troopers. The logistics were severely limited by the lack of roads—there was only one road leading south to supply the entire 325th and 505th.

Most troopers were wearing only long johns or an OD wool sweater under their jumpsuits and jump boots. Freezing to death was a real danger. The experience of Private First Class Virgil M. Goodwin, with Company B, 505th, was typical. “I was miserable, cold, and hungry, with feet that had no feeling in them. It was one of the most miserable nights I have ever spent. I dug out the snow and put some pine boughs down. I tried to sleep on that, but it was so cold, you were afraid to go to sleep because you would never wake up. I spent most of the night leaning up against a tree, standing on pine boughs. When you started to go to sleep you would start to fall and wake up; then jog in place to try to get the circulation going in your feet.”48

Trenchfoot and frostbite began to take a toll on the officers and men and that toll would increase with each day spent without overshoes and overcoats.

The attack on January 3 had been the most costly in the history of the division. However, the attack had severely crippled the 62nd Volksgrenadier Division, which lost almost two entire battalions, a third of its infantry strength, to the 505th. By sunrise on January 4, the 325th and 517th were almost on the phase lines set for the previous day.

Now as dawn approached, men who had received little or nothing to eat and almost no sleep in order to keep from freezing to death, prepared to carry the attack forward yet again. The coming light of the dreary, overcast day would make these men drowsy as they struggled to advance through the deep snow.

Before dawn on January 4, the 2nd Battalion, 325th, skirted the village of Heirlot and attacked it from the rear, with little resistance from the surprised German force. The 2nd Battalion took eighty-seven prisoners. Due to casualties, Private First Class James Newcomer was an acting squad leader in Company G. “That morning, the truck with our overcoats had caught up with us and squad leaders were instructed to distribute them to their squads. Accordingly, I went to the company CP and got the coats and passed them out. Apparently, this act exposed me to enemy view. A short while after I got back to my foxhole and started eating a condensed chocolate bar for breakfast, mortar fire staring coming in.

“A round, presumably mortar, came across both my legs as I had them drawn up to save space. The shell hit across my right leg, just above the knee, and continued on to explode just above my ankle on the left leg. The shell had made a direct hit in my foxhole. The other soldier in the foxhole was untouched, but when he saw me, and how close it had been to him; he took off and ran back toward the company CP. It was more than he could take.

“I nearly lost consciousness, but I knew it was up to me to do what I could, mainly to apply tourniquets to prevent excessive loss of blood. I knew there was one tourniquet in the first aid kit on my cartridge belt, so I put that one on one leg. I also noticed that the small tube of morphine in the first aid kit had been squashed flat, therefore useless. I took my trouser belt off and used it as the other tourniquet. I had feeling in my right foot—I could move my toes—but the left foot was just hanging on, and I knew it would have to be amputated.

“The next thing I had to do was get out of the hole and lie on the ground. It was beginning to snow and I figured I could put the overcoat over me.

Reaching down and holding the broken legs in line, I finally worked my way out of the hole. My repeated calls for a medic were to no avail, and later I was told that all the medics had been casualties the day before.

“Finally, after what seemed to be a couple of hours, and after the rest of the company had moved on, stretcher bearers from the company CP carried me to a waiting jeep and thence to a field hospital.”49

The snow continued to fall as the 2nd Battalion, 401st, attacked toward the villages of Amcomont and Ordimont through snow drifts now approaching two feet deep. The weather and deep snow were as formidable an enemy by this time as the Germans. By late afternoon both towns were in the hands of the 2nd Battalion.

On their left flank, the 2nd Battalion, 505th, encountered significant resistance in its zone of attack. The Germans were determined to hold on to the road, the primary route for supplying their troops. Lieutenant Joe Meyers, now in command of Company D, 505th, deployed his men in the woods to one side of the road, and they began the advance, struggling through the deep snow. “Enemy mortar and artillery fire was intense. We were advancing through fairly dense woods, and every round was a tree burst. Shortly after we jumped off, I received word that [Lieutenant Marshall] Hughes was dead. Wounded by mortar fire and placed on a stretcher to await evacuation, he died when another round landed next to his stretcher. In the three days he was with us, I hardly got to know him.

“Ground resistance stiffened. The attached platoon of tanks moved up to support the attacking rifle companies. [Lieutenant] Russ Parker, now with Company F, was shot off the deck of an M4 tank while manning the tank’s .50-caliber machine gun.

“About noon, we briefly broke out of the woods at a turn in the road and came under direct fire of some distant 88s. Unlike indirect-fire weapons, the direct-fire 88 got your attention immediately. You knew the gunner had you in his sights. If he could see you, he could hit you. One of the casualties of the 88s was Private Alfredo R. López, one of the 3rd Platoon’s finest soldiers. A citizen of Ecuador, López volunteered for service in the US Army while attending college in the States.”50

Don McKeage, who had been promoted from corporal to sergeant due to the casualties in Company F, had a near miss from these 88s as well. “Lieutenant [Harold E.] Case and I were riding on a tank destroyer when we got to the ridge outside of Arbrefontaine. The tank destroyer was hit while we were standing just to the left side of the tank. Two tankers were killed.”51

Lieutenant Meyers and his men kept moving forward despite the 88 fire. “We pressed on and in the late afternoon we seized the high ground overlooking the town of Arbrefontaine. As we approached the town, we came under fire from a lovely villa. I had two tanks supporting me. They answered the fire of a machine gun positioned behind open French doors on the villa’s ground floor.
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The machine gun fell silent. When we were fifty yards away, a German officer stepped to the door, pistol in hand, and began to fire as us. Within seconds he was dead. We killed several of the enemy as they tried to escape out a side door. I received orders to halt and dig in for the night.”52

In the center of the 505th zone, the 1st Battalion reached the next phase line by 10:00 a.m., against almost no opposition, after wiping out the German battalion the previous day. The advance was so rapid that the battalion surprised a number of Germans who believed they were in a rear area. Private First Class Joe Tallett, with Company C, witnessed one such incident. “Two 7th Armored tank destroyers caught two Tiger tanks refueling in a field. The TDs had 90mm guns. Each of the TDs fired one armor-piercing and one high-explosive round, destroying the Tigers.

“That same day, we received heavy mortar fire. Virtually all of the company headquarters [personnel were] hit. Our company commander, Captain Jack Tallerday, although hit in the back, refused to be evacuated.”53

About noon, a German major riding in a captured American jeep accidentally drove into a 1st Battalion outpost and was ambushed. On the officer was a map indicating the route of the major’s battalion, which was moving up to replace the battalion destroyed the prior day. With this information, Major Talton W. “Woody” Long, the 1st Battalion commander, quickly rounded up some Headquarters Company personnel and a Sherman tank and moved out to hit the German battalion. The attack fizzled out when a Panzerfaust knocked out the tank, while the German battalion pulled back to high ground in front of the 1st Battalion.

Major Long, determined to strike before the Germans got organized, scraped together two squads from Company B led by Lieutenant Stanley Weinberg, one from Company C led by Staff Sergeant Herman “Zeke” Zeitner, and two Sherman tanks. A firebreak afforded a route through the woods to the high ground. Long deployed Weinberg and his men in a skirmish line in the woods on the left side of two tanks and a skirmish line of Zeitner and his men on the right, then moved up toward the German position. The men had difficulty keeping pace with the tanks, and the formation was changed to one man breaking a trail for two or three men following behind. The lead tank outran its infantry support and was fifty yards or so out front, going up the slope of the high ground, nearing the crest, when a Panzerfaust damaged the tank but didn’t knock it out. The tank crew opened up with its two machine guns, spraying everything around it. The second tank opened fire with its machine guns to assist the first tank, while it moved up the slope with the infantry on both sides. The second tank moved around the damaged tank, still firing indiscriminately to its front, and kept moving up and over the crest of the hill. Suddenly, Long’s paratroopers found themselves in the midst of the German position. They opened fire and kept firing furiously at every suspected German position. After about a minute, Germans began popping up in their holes with their hands in the air, yelling, “Kamerad” and “Nicht schiessen.” In just a few moments, the firing died down, and a couple hundred Germans were standing all around them with their hands up. Staff Sergeant Zeitner, who spoke fluent German, quickly told a German officer to get his men lined up in a column, which the officer accomplished immediately with a few shouted commands. The walking wounded were put between the prisoners on the inside of the column and helped along as the small force brought back an entire understrength battalion. The most miraculous aspect was that Long’s troopers didn’t suffer a casualty in the melee.

To their left, the 3rd Battalion of the 505th moved south against little opposition, having annihilated the battalion in front of them at Fosse. The greatest obstacles, again, were the snow, the weather, and the terrain.

The 551st to their left moved out that morning after getting reorganized the previous night. Lieutenant Dick Durkee’s Company A was at little more than half strength. “Lieutenant [Don] Booth regrouped the company, which was up to the strength of seventy-nine enlisted men and five officers. In the first day of the push we had lost our company commander, the platoon leaders of the 1st and 3rd Platoons, and sixty-eight enlisted men.

“At 6:30 hours, the battalion started out toward the next phase line, which ran along the line from St.-Jacques to Dairomont. We marched or rather trudged along all morning. Several times we were subjected to heavy German artillery fire and we lost more men. The medics could never be given enough credit for the job they did; they were always on the spot as soon as a man was wounded, regardless of all danger to themselves.

“At 13:00 hours we rested in a patch of woods just west of the small town of Le Homba. Here, we received some K-rations, the first food we had had since we started the offensive. At approximately three o’clock, the Jerries spotted us and opened up with 88s. We quickly formed and took off from the area, some of us still eating our Ks. One could notice by the actions of the men that they were getting used to the artillery fire; they wouldn’t hit the ground every time they heard the scream of a shell. They learned to gauge it by the sound and would not hit the ground unless it was a nearby burst.

“Company A, because it had received a great deal more casualties, had been placed in the rear of the battalion. At 16:00 hours or thereabouts, the leading company ran into some very heavy sniper fire. The battalion commander notified Lieutenant Booth to send one platoon up on the right flank of the battalion and see if they couldn’t knock out the enemy. The 2nd Platoon was selected and divided the platoon into two patrols; one led by Lieutenant [Gerald] Quinn and one led by myself. We had progressed about two hundred yards into the woods where the snipers were, when all hell broke loose. The Krauts were dug in about fifty yards to our right front and were laying down all of their fire on our patrol. They apparently were not aware of Lieutenant Quinn’s patrol coming up on our left. It was a perfect set up for Lieutenant Quinn; Jerry practically had his back turned to him. Meanwhile, it was no picnic for us—we were helpless and several of my men were severely wounded.”54

Lieutenant Quinn and his men were almost on top of the Germans when they spotted them. The Germans turned their machine guns on Quinn and his troopers. Lieutenant Durkee and his men were no longer pinned down, but couldn’t open fire without the potential of hitting Quinn and his men coming from the opposite direction. Durkee told his men to fix bayonets. One could hear the clicks of the bayonets as they were attached to the rifles. Durkee and his men were going to give the Germans something rare in World War II: cold steel. “Jerry was caught in a helpless situation, they never had a chance. The men, having seen their buddies killed and wounded in the last twenty-four hours, were not in a forgiving mood.”55

Durkee and his men rushed the Germans in their holes and began ferociously bayoneting and clubbing them. Durkee saw them repeatedly bayoneting the Germans, the blood spurting up from the dying enemy. It was a killing frenzy, and Durkee had to physically restrain some of his men. “Every Kraut, in the number of sixty-four, were killed—they all died in their foxholes. Some tried to surrender; but didn’t seem to convince us of their intentions. Therefore, the German Army was short sixty-four supermen.

“No sooner had we taken the position where the Krauts were going to ambush us, than the Germans opened up on us with their 88s. The shelling lasted forty-five minutes, but it seemed that God favored us and we had no men killed, although our wounded was pretty high. One of the men wounded was Lieutenant Gerald Quinn. He was hit in the hand during the skirmish with the Germans.

“At this phase of the fight, our strength had reached a new low. We lost one officer and nineteen men. This made our strength four officers and sixty enlisted men.

“The snow had started to fall again by the time the battalion had started to move forward again. It was about a foot and a half deep, and the men were slipping and sliding on every step. It was doubly tough on the men carrying the heavy weapons and the boxes of ammunition. We pushed forward through the heavy snowfall all night, and at no time did we come in contact with the enemy. He had as we later found out withdrawn to better positions. At 2:30 a.m. we halted, and for three to five hours we kicked our feet together, keeping the circulation in them and pacing up and down the road, waiting for our battalion commander to get his next attack order.”56

After capturing St.-Jacques, Bergeval, and Mont-de-Fosse in the predawn hours that morning, the 517th spent most of the day consolidating its positions.

On January 5, the division pressed the attack; Companies A and B of the 325th captured the high ground between Arbrefontaine and La Falise to the southwest. They jumped off shortly after noon, meeting little resistance. The 62nd Volksgrenadier Division was falling back to more favorable positions and trying to reestablish some semblance of a main line of resistance, since the center of that line at Reharmont and Fosse had been annihilated two days earlier.

The 2nd Battalion, 505th, moved into Arbrefontaine against only a rear guard that pulled out after a short fight. During the advance, Company F lost its last officer, Lieutenant Harold “Casey” Case, who was wounded. Sergeant Don McKeage, the acting first sergeant, temporarily took command of the company until Lieutenant John Phillips was sent up from battalion to take over. McKeage had entered the fighting on December 18 as a corporal.

Also on the 5th, following another sleepless night with no overcoats, sleeping bags, bedrolls, or blankets, the 1st and 3rd Battalions advanced one thousand yards against virtually no resistance. On this day, the engineers of the 307th had bulldozed a road through the woods, and the two battalions’ bedrolls, sleeping bags, blankets, overcoats, and musette bags were brought up—very much appreciated by the cold, exhausted, hungry troopers.

The hard-luck 551st continued to be engaged in tough fighting. Lieutenant Dick Durkee received his attack orders at 7:30 a.m. “A Company was to take some German fortified positions on the outskirts of St.-Jacques. C Company was to thrust out to our right and take the town of Dairomont. We accomplished our mission without any casualties whatsoever, and we captured four prisoners and proceeded to dig in.

“The Krauts threw some more 88s, but their range was way off and were not landing near us. Shortly after they opened fire, two German tanks, Mark IVs came out of the woods to our left front and came lumbering toward us. They opened up on us with their machine guns and 75s; but our men stuck to their guns and their holes. About one hundred yards to our front, they suddenly swerved to the left and took off. They apparently were afraid that we had some bazookas in our position, which we had. They wanted to live a little longer. They were shortly knocked out by C Company.

“We again took up our reserve position and proceeded to follow the attack of C Company on the town of Dairomont. C Company accomplished their mission, and the battalion set up defensive positions on the high ground overlooking the German-held town of Rochelinval on the Salm River, our last phase line.”57

That afternoon, a patrol from Company A, 551st, was struck by a company of Russian Osttruppen. The attack was driven off after a short, vicious hand-to-hand fight. A second counterattack hit Company C on the heels of an intense barrage of Nebelwerfers that covered the approach of the Germans, allowing them to get close, where they rushed the troopers, and another savage hand-to-hand struggle ensued. Company C fought off this assault as well.

The 517th repulsed a strong German counterattack at Bergeval that morning, while the 504th was committed on the left flank of the 505th. The 3rd Battalion of the 504th took the high ground overlooking Petit-Halleux without significant resistance.

The following day, January 6, the division consolidated its positions and prepared to push the Germans out of the area west of the Salm River. The troopers were resupplied, and many got the first decent sleep since the night of January 1. This temporary respite gave the Germans the opportunity to reorganize somewhat on the high ground at Thier-du-Mont and along the Salm. The coming day would be a tough one for many in the division.
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Battery A, 320th Glider Field Artillery Battalion, fires in support of the ground offensive. Photograph by Paul Speakman, courtesy of the 82nd Airborne Division War Memorial Museum
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Large numbers of prisoners were taken on January 3 and 4, 1945. The 2nd Battalion, 325th, lines up prisoners taken during the capture of Hierlot on January 4. US Army photograph, courtesy of the 82nd Airborne Division War Memorial Museum
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Paratroopers of the 1st Battalion, 505th, advance behind a tank of the 636th Tank Destroyer Battalion, January 4, 1945. The tank on the left is out of action with a missing right tread. US Army photograph, courtesy of the 82nd Airborne Division War Memorial Museum
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Troopers of the 1st Battalion, 505th, try to huddle around a small fire for warmth, near Abrefontaine, Belgium, January 5, 1945. The 1st Battalion was fortunate to be attacking along the only north-south road in the area and was able to secure their coats, blankets, musette bags, and other luxuries, unlike most of the other units in the attack. Photograph by Stanley Weinberg, courtesy of Ms. Ann Weinberg
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Staff Sergeant James Martin, Company F, 325th, returning from outpost duty near Ordimont. The two-piece para-trooper version of the bazooka hangs from the strap on Martin’s left arm. US Army photograph, courtesy of the 82nd Airborne Division War Memorial Museum
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Troopers with the 505th, advancing behind a tank along a small road in the Belgian forest. Photograph by Dr. Daniel B. McIlvoy, courtesy of Mrs. Annie McIlvoy Zaya
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Lieutenant Stanley Weinberg, Company B, 505th, with newly acquired German snow cape and Sturmgewehr 44, also known as an MP44. This weapon was the world’s first assault rifle, featuring lighter 7.92mm ammunition, a 30-round magazine, and a switch to allow either semiautomatic or fully automatic firing. Courtesy of Ms. Ann Weinberg
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The Weasel was used extensively by the 82nd Airborne Division during the drive through the thick forests northeast of St.-Vith and in the Hürtgen Forest for evacuation of the wounded and delivery of ammunition, water, rations, and other supplies. The Weasel was ideal for operating in areas with few roads and in deep snow. Photograph by Robert M. Piper, courtesy of Robert M. Piper
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A Mark VI Tiger II tank knocked out by the 80th AA Battalion and the 628th Tank Destroyer Battalion, near Goronne, January 8, 1945. US Army photograph, courtesy of the 82nd Airborne Division War Memorial Museum
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Headquarters Company, 3rd Battalion, 504th, moves through a heavy snowstorm toward Herresbach, Belgium, January 28, 1945. US Army photograph, courtesy of the 82nd Airborne Division War Memorial Museum
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Paratroopers of the 3rd Battalion, 504th, move behind a tank along a firebreak in the thick forest toward Herresbach, Belgium, January 28, 1945. US Army photograph, courtesy of the 82nd Airborne Division War Memorial Museum
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The 1st Battalion, 508th, moves into Holzheim, Belgium, the scene of Sergeant Leonard A. Funk’s action that resulted in the award of the Congressional Medal of Honor, January 29, 1945. US Army photograph, courtesy of the 82nd Airborne Division War Memorial Museum
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First Sergeant Leonard A. Funk, Company C, 508th, received every medal for valor awarded by the United States Army during World War II. US Army photograph, courtesy of the 82nd Airborne Division War Memorial Museum
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Private First Class John A. Barton, with Company A, 325th, moves through deep snow, January 30, 1945. Courtesy of John Barton
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Company B, 505th, moves toward the Siegfried Line, January 29, 1945. Photograph by Stanley Weinberg, courtesy of Ms. Ann Weinberg
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Dragon’s teeth and fortified houses of the Siegfried Line. US Army photograph, courtesy of the 82nd Airborne Division War Memorial Museum
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Generals Ridgway (left) and Gavin (right) confer in preparation for the advance through the Hürtgen Forest, February 1945. Courtesy of Robert M. Piper
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Colonel William E. Ekman at the farmhouse serving as the 505th Regimental Command Post, February 1945. Courtesy of Robert M. Piper
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Wreckage of American vehicles along the road through the Kall River valley in the Hürtgen Forest. Courtesy of Robert M. Piper
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Bodies of members of the 112th Infantry Regiment, 28th Infantry Division, killed the previous fall during fighting in the Hürtgen Forest. Courtesy of Robert M. Piper
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The 82nd Airborne Division crossed the Elbe River via this pontoon bridge built after the 505th made an assault crossing earlier, April 30, 1945. Photograph by Paul Speakman, courtesy of the 82nd Airborne Division War Memorial Museum
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The German 21st Army Group surrendered to the 82nd Airborne Division on May 2, 1945. The German military and civilians used every means of transportation at their disposal to flee the Soviet Army. US Army photograph, courtesy of the 82nd Airborne Division War Memorial Museum
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General Gavin, British General Brian Horrocks, and a delegation from the Soviet Army salute US and British troops during a review held at division headquarters in Ludwigslust, Germany. US Army photograph, courtesy of the 82nd Airborne Division War Memorial Museum
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Civilians and members of the German army file past graves dug by the towns-people of Ludwigslust for two hundred bodies of the approximately one thousand deceased victims of the Wöbbelin concentration camp. US Army photograph, courtesy of the 82nd Airborne Division War Memorial Museum
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All citizens of Ludwigslust were required to attend the burial service held in the town square in front of the division head-quarters—the Palace of the Grand Duke of Mecklenburg. US Army photograph, courtesy of the 82nd Airborne Division War Memorial Museum
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Troopers enjoy coffee and rations heated on their Coleman stoves during a brief stop on the train ride from Epinal, France, to Berlin, Germany, July 1945. Courtesy of Virgil Goodwin
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Members of the 505th Honor Guard Company practice developing uniformity and accuracy of all movement and positions. Courtesy of Virgil Goodwin
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The Honor Guard parades through the Brandenburg Gate in Berlin. US Army photograph, courtesy of the 82nd Airborne Division War Memorial Museum
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The Honor Guard met foreign dignitaries, US government officials, celebrities, and commanders of the US Army, such as General George S. Patton, Jr., at Tempelhof Airport. Patton said, “In all of my years in the Army and of all of the honor guards I’ve ever seen, the 82nd Berlin Honor Guard is the best.” Courtesy of Virgil Goodwin
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General Gavin marches at the head of his proud division in the New York Victory Parade, January 12, 1946. US Army photograph, courtesy of the 82nd Airborne Division War Memorial Museum
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The 82nd Airborne Division passes under the arch at Washington Square in New York, January 12, 1946. US Army photograph, courtesy of the 82nd Airborne Division War Memorial Museum
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Many who fought as part of the division during the war but were sent home early on points or due to wounds traveled to New York to see the parade. US Army photograph, courtesy of the 82nd Airborne Division War Memorial Museum
 
  


CHAPTER 14

“SIR, THEY’RE ALL DEAD”1
 

On the evening of January 6, Lieutenant Joe Meyers, commanding Company D, 505th, reported to the 2nd Battalion command post to receive attack orders for the next morning. “The battalion, reinforced by tanks and tank destroyers, would attack with E and F along the Arbrefontaine-Goronne road that lay in a valley. D Company would make a secondary attack to seize the high ground north of Goronne. The success of the main attack, moving down the valley, depended upon the secondary attack seizing the high ground overlooking Goronne. Moreover, we were jumping off about two hours before dawn. In the initial phase, it was a night attack—a difficult operation to control over a distance of several thousand yards.

“I returned to the company and I issued the attack order to my platoon leaders. We had a large, open area of about three hundred yards to negotiate before reaching the base of our objective, a very large heavily wooded hill. I anticipated the Germans would defend along the wood line but I could not be sure. We would advance in column of platoons with patrols to the front for security. I closed by instructing both platoon leaders to send runners to company headquarters.”2

The 508th was brought out of reserve on January 6 and committed for an attack. That night, in the woods west of Thier-du-Mont, Private First Class Lane Lewis was told about the attack order for the following morning. “We were ordered to retake Thier-du-Mont, the ridge from which we had been ordered to withdraw on Christmas Eve. One other good bit of news was that my company (G) would have the honor of leading this assault. Oh boy! We wondered how it was that we had been chosen to lead the assault.

“We dug our foxholes that night in a wooded area and tried to get some rest. Even though I was dead tired, I didn’t sleep well that night. I now knew how horrible combat could be, and I wasn’t anxious to get back in the thick of things again, and now my company was to lead the next day’s attack! We all tried to look like we weren’t scared. We would joke and carry on, anything to take our minds off what we would have to face in the next day’s attack. Although we were all scared, we were good soldiers and we were ready to do our duty and finish this war, so we could all go home. No one wanted to let his buddies down, this was unthinkable.”3

Before dawn the next morning, Lieutenant Joe Meyers got Company D, 505th, ready to carry out the attack toward Goronne. “I sent the runners to make certain both platoon leaders were awake. At the appointed time, company headquarters and the 1st Platoon saddled up and moved to the 2nd Platoon’s position. I crossed the LD on time with the 1st Platoon. We advanced under cover of darkness over open, snow-covered fields for several hundred yards. Patrols checked out the edge of the wood line and reported the area was clear of enemy. We moved into a heavily wooded cultivated pine forest with aligned trees tightly spaced in rows that ran at a tangent to our direction of advance. The darkness and the tree alignment made it extremely difficult to maintain an accurate compass heading through the dense woods. I abandoned the use of the compass in favor of moving uphill toward the high ground that was our objective. As we advanced uphill, we came upon a firebreak, where I found German communication wire, and I followed the wire up hill some five or six hundred yards. As we neared the top of the hill, we left the cultivated forest and entered a naturally wooded area. The point signaled a halt and a messenger returned to tell me the point heard sounds of men snoring. I joined the point, only a few yards ahead, and listened. I could hear men snoring to our front, flanks and left rear.

“Using the men on the point, we organized two teams, one to work each side of the firebreak. The teams went from foxhole to foxhole awakening the sleeping German soldiers, disarming them and bringing them to the column where we passed them to the rear. It was a slow work, but all was going well. We had disarmed and captured about six or eight prisoners in this manner when a shot rang out at the rear of the column. One of our men was about half asleep on his feet. He looked up, saw a German POW and in his confusion shot him. All hell broke loose. We came under heavy small-arms fire from what appeared to me to be all directions. We managed to form what amounted to an elongated perimeter. The Germans to our rear must have panicked for they withdrew, permitting the 2nd Platoon under First Sergeant [Thomas J.] Rogers to join us as first light broke. With Rogers on the left and Price on the right, we pressed forward, clearing the area of enemy until we reached a second firebreak that ran at right angles to our direction of attack.

“At this firebreak we came under heavy machine gun and rifle fire and the fires of supporting mortars and artillery. Both Rogers and Price reported they were pinned down at the edge of the firebreak, a few yards from the defenders. I was only ten or twenty yards to their rear. By inspection, I was able to determine I was on my objective. The topographical crest lay only a few yards beyond the German position to our front.

“A lieutenant [Henry G. Coustillac] from the division AA battalion crawled up to me and reported he had a 57mm AT gun and crew with him. He reported his crew had attacked and destroyed a German machine gun to our rear on the way to our position. I was unable to reach the battalion on my radio, so the AA officer filled me in on the situation. He reported the battalion was held up in the valley by German infantry supported by two Tiger tanks. If we could seize the crest of the hill, he might be able to get a shot into the rear of one or both of the tanks. While all this was going on, we continued to exchange fires with the defenders at very close range. The AT officer returned to his crew, and minutes later I saw the slim figure of my battalion commander, Ben Vandervoort, crawling up the firebreak to my position. I briefed him on the situation and I informed him I could muster a reserve of about ten men from my company headquarters, a mortar squad and the AT gun crew. He said he had about six men (I assumed his driver, staff, and security) with him.

“He said, ‘Give me about five minutes to get in position, then make a frontal assault with your platoons and company headquarters. I’ll flank them with the battalion staff.’

“We carried out the assault as ordered. As we overran the position we received a heavy concentration of mortar fire. The AT officer was advancing a foot or two to my left, and Harris, my runner, was immediately behind me. I saw an orange flash about five yards to my front.

“[Lieutenant Coustillac] threw his hand to his forehead and said, ‘Joe, I’m hit.’ He was dead when he hit the ground. Harris was on the ground behind me, severely wounded in both legs; I stood there feeling my body to see if I still was in one piece. Except for a multitude of tiny, needle-like fragments that sprayed my exposed face and hands, I was unharmed. A messenger arrived within minutes to tell me Vandervoort was wounded. I assume the same volley of mortar fire that killed the AT officer hit him. By the time I reorganized the company to protect against a possible counterattack, Vandervoort was gone, and I later learned he lost an eye. During my thirty years of service, I hope I was able to instill in the young troopers who served under me some of the outstanding traits of character and leadership I observed in Colonel Vandervoort. He was a true warrior.

“The crest of the hill was in our possession and for the first time I gained radio contact with battalion. I reported the AT squad was moving the 57mm gun in position for a shot at one of the Tigers. I was instructed not to fire, a TD was en route to my position. The TD arrived about two hours later with a captain in command. I pointed out both Tigers. The nearest one was in a ditch at the side of the road. The tank’s hull was in defilade, its turret exposed. We were above the tank and to its right rear. The captain moved the TD into position. He placed the 57mm nearby and he ordered both guns to bore sight before firing at the target. This accomplished, he ordered both crews to take cover in foxholes while he and one 57mm crewmember prepared to fire the two guns.

“As soon, as the guns fired, the captain and the crewmember would take cover in nearby holes. The Tiger tank with its 88mm gun was a formidable opponent. If you missed a shot at a Tiger, you were in for big trouble. Earlier in the day, the regiment had lost several tanks and TDs to the two Tigers in the valley. A few minutes before the TD was scheduled to fire, a platoon of M4 tanks rolled in and reported to me. If the TD successfully eliminated the Tiger, I was to attack down the hill and seize Goronne. After I issued the necessary orders, the two anti-tank guns fired. After a minute or two, the captain and I inched forward and took a look. [The TD and the 57mm gun had each] scored a clean hit and disabled the Tiger. We observed the other Tiger withdrawing into Goronne and heading up the Thier-du-Mont, a large hill mass across the valley in the 508’s sector.

“With the tanks in support, we immediately launched an assault down the hill. As we broke the military crest, we came upon a battery of horse-drawn artillery. The Germans were attempting to hitch up their teams to the howitzers and withdraw. At a range of about fifty yards, we engaged the battery with both tank and infantry weapons. It was a turkey shoot. The tanks engaged and disabled the howitzers, and we directed our fire at the men and the animals. It was a wild scene, horses rearing and plunging, tanks firing, and the men shouting as we overran the position, an aid station, and a nearby CP.

“During this assault, I saw my first and only enemy soldier killed with cold steel. One of my men jumped in a foxhole and landed on a German hiding in the bottom of the hole. The German probably wanted to surrender, but the trooper’s blood was up. He pulled his trench knife and killed him with repeated blows. I estimated we took about fifty to seventy-five prisoners, including one German female nurse, plus horses, howitzers, individual weapons, etc. We didn’t stop to count. We moved straight for Goronne. As we approached the town, the tank platoon leader got a report a Tiger was in town, and he refused to accompany us. We secured the town without meeting enemy resistance.

“The road into Goronne, a cobblestone street that branched off at right angles from the Arbrefontaine-Vielsalm road, climbed part way up the Thierdu-Mont. About a block off the main road, this street broadened to form a small plaza. Here a farmer and his two attractive young daughters greeted us and invited me to use their home as my CP. The house was a large, two-story structure with a barn attached. I accepted the invitation and we moved in after we set up our defensive position.”4

During the attack that day, Private Cecil Prine, with Headquarters Company, 1st Battalion, 505th, was repairing field telephone lines that had been severed by enemy artillery and mortar fire. “My feet hurt so badly that I could barely move.

“General Gavin came by and said, ‘Did you wade through that stream on 3 January?’

“I said, ‘Yes sir.’

“He said, ‘Your feet are frozen; get to the aid station about two hundred yards up the road and have them look at your feet.’

“They cut my boots off, and I spent three months in a bed with my feet elevated and didn’t know if they could be saved.”5

Goronne was in the hands of the 2nd Battalion, 505th, but at a terrible cost. Lieutenant Colonel Vandervoort, their much beloved and admired commander, had been severely wounded. Everyone in the division who knew and had served with him felt his loss. This news was especially painful for Gavin. “I was out with the infantry when I heard that Colonel Vandervoort had been hit and that he was at an aid station in the town of Arbrefontaine. When I got there, he was on a stretcher in an ambulance. He had been hit in the eye by a shell fragment and apparently had lost one eye. I felt very bad about it, because just a day or two earlier we had been talking about bringing Vandervoort to division headquarters. He had been commanding a company and then a battalion since Sicily, and the veterans among us believed that the chances of his luck running out were quite high and that we should make a change.”6

Major William R. Carpenter replaced Vandervoort as commander of the 2nd Battalion, 505th.

On the right flank of the division, the 1st Battalion, 325th, moved out before daylight and captured the tiny villages of Ménil, Brux, and Gernechamps before sunrise, meeting only token resistance. The 2nd Battalion, 325th, with Company F, 401st, following them, subsequently passed through the 1st Battalion and captured the high ground of Thier-de-Preux, overlooking the village of Grand-Sart, before dawn. Companies E and G, 401st, circled around Thier-de-Preux and made a frontal attack on Grand-Sart with overhead supporting fire from the 2nd Battalion and Company F, 401st, positioned on the high ground north of the village. Private Chester Walker was one of the unsung heroes of the fighting in Belgium, a combat medic with Company G, 401st. “At daylight we moved out following the road to capture Grand-Sart. The snow was getting deeper, which made slow going. We were following a road that was about one hundred yards from a pine forest. Without warning, the Germans opened fire with machine guns and rifles. The only concealment we had was to hide in the snow. Suddenly, I had a sharp pain in my back. I lost my breath a while. When I started coughing blood, I realized my lung was pierced. With help, I made it to the aid station, where I received first aid instead of giving it.”7

As the 2nd Battalion, 401st, was pinned down in the open in front of Grand-Sart, the Germans launched a counterattack to reoccupy Thier-de-Preux, forcing the 2nd Battalion 325th and Company F, 401st, to defend against that assault and taking their covering fire away from the attack on the village. Companies E and G, 401st, pulled back to the edge of the woods just south of Thier-de-Preux, where, together with the 2nd Battalion, 325th, and Company F, 401st, they broke up the enemy counterattack, capturing a couple of hundred prisoners. Several tanks from the 740th Tank Battalion, which was attached to the division, came up and engaged a couple of German tanks, forcing them back to Grand-Sart. Later in the day, the 3rd Armored Division came up on the right flank of the 325th and took Grand-Sart from the west.

In the predawn hours of January 7, west of Thier-du-Mont, Private First Class Lane Lewis, with Company G, 508th, was asleep in his shallow foxhole. “Sergeant Hess, our platoon NCO, woke us up while it was still dark; we held our weapons tight as we nervously waited for first light and the order to advance. Our attack would start out by moving through fifty yards of wooded area, then having to cross about eight hundred yards of open fields until we reached our objective of the wooded ridge of Thier-du-Mont. I couldn’t help but think of the SS soldiers who had been slaughtered as they had crossed the open fields during their attack on Erria. I tried to put these thoughts out of my mind. The ground was still covered with a heavy snowfall and it was very cold. Soon the quiet of the morning was broken by the sound of our artillery firing at the German positions.

“Captain [Russell C.] Wilde then gave the order to attack, so with determination we jumped out of our foxholes and advanced towards the Germans holding Thier-du-Mont. A soldier that had been in the foxhole with me did not come out as I was leaving. He was still asleep! I tried to wake him, but he wouldn’t wake up, so I left him behind. He had been so frightened that he had gone into a state of deep sleep and nothing could wake him up. I had moved just a short distance through the woods, when I heard the sound of snapping twigs.

“I caught a glimpse of someone standing behind me. I turned around rapidly, ready to fire, and there was standing a sizeable German soldier with his hands raised up in the air. He wanted to surrender. He could have very easily killed me, but he didn’t.

“‘Hande hoch!’ I said to him as I led him to an old in-ground coal mine where we were keeping all the Germans prisoners that we had captured. He was happy to go there. For him the war was now over. Maybe this attack wouldn’t be so difficult after all. I had barely moved from my foxhole and already the Germans were wanting to surrender.”8

As Company G emerged from the woods, First Sergeant Robert J. Kolterman helped get the company deployed into attack formation “with 1st Platoon on the left, 2nd Platoon on the right, and 3rd Platoon behind in the middle. Snow, fog, and smoke hampered the advance. The company was already suffering casualties from German rifle, machine gun, mortar, and artillery fire, and even tanks from Grand-Sart to the south. A quick regrouping put the 2nd Platoon in front, followed by company headquarters, 1st Platoon, and 3rd Platoon.”9

After leaving his prisoner at the collection point, Private First Class Lewis moved as rapidly as possible with his bazooka back through the woods. “I ran forward to catch up with the rest of my company. As our company began to advance rapidly across the open fields, five M10 Tank Destroyers moved along with us in support of the attack. Our artillery fired smoke shells in front of the German defenders creating a wall of gray smoke. This would obstruct their view of us as we advanced into the open. After moving ahead a short distance, the smoke rounds began to lift, making us visible to the Germans who were defending the ridge at Thier-du-Mont. By this time we had advanced across the open field into the wooded area below Thier-du-Mont Ridge.

“Suddenly one of our soldiers shouted, ‘My God, look at that!’ I was terrified as I observed three well-camouflaged barrels of the powerful German 88mm gun about two hundred fifty feet in front of us. These guns were defended by infantry in foxholes, with several machine gun nests scattered along the ridge.

“‘Bazookas up front!’ Captain Wilde ordered. At that same moment the German 88s opened fire. Blam! Blam! Just like that, four of the M10s were hit and destroyed. One of the M10s caught fire and the ammunition it had stored exploded with a huge, fiery blast. Along with another bazooka man, Private Gerald D. Jones, I ran forward. We both could see a German 88 hidden in the woods located along a fence row. The gun crew was working feverishly to load and fire their gun as fast as they could.

“We both took aim at the 88 gun as our loaders worked fanatically to load our weapons. The Germans could see us preparing to fire at them, and they began to concentrate their fire at us. Shells began to burst in the trees around us. This would shower us with red-hot shrapnel. It was a miracle that neither one of us was hit! Our loaders placed high-explosive rounds into our bazookas as we waited for the signal from our loader that we were loaded and ready to fire. The noise was deafening as artillery shells exploded all around us; several German infantrymen were firing their weapons at us. How could we survive this?

“My weapon was loaded first as my loader tapped me on the helmet as a signal to me that he had loaded the bazooka and I was ready to fire. I got off the first round, as Private Jones was not loaded yet. After I pulled the trigger I could see my round as it left the tube and went about thirty yards before it spiraled out of control to the ground. It was a dud round!

“Private Jones fired his round next and it was a direct hit on the protective shield of the 88, killing or wounding most of the gun crew. The few survivors who were left abandoned their gun and ran away.

“The two remaining German 88s fired on us with a renewed determination. Shells were bursting all around us. We were being slaughtered! Realizing that to remain where we were would be certain death, Captain Wilde ordered us to charge the ridge ahead of us.”10
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Shrapnel from the 88 fire hit Lieutenant Bill Call, the commander of Company G’s 2nd Platoon, which was leading the attack for the battalion. “It felt like somebody had driven a long spike down in through my shoulder into the chest area. It burned like a blowtorch. I lost my breath; I couldn’t get any breath. Finally, I yelled out, ‘Medic! medic!’ This medic came. I tried to sit up and I passed out. The medic cut my jacket open with his jump knife, he took snow and he packed it in my back where I had been wounded. My lung was collapsed and that’s why I couldn’t breathe.

“He said, ‘Lieutenant, here,’ and he pulled the jacket apart and shoved me down in the snow. God, it froze. I could breathe fairly well. I was real light headed.”11

Struggling to their feet, Private First Class Lewis and the enlisted men immediately began to charge up the hill following Staff Sergeant Frank Sirovica. Lewis struggled to keep up, carrying his bazooka and a 30-caliber carbine. “We did not hesitate or even think about the chances of our survival. We all ran forward; I could see my fellow soldiers falling on both sides of me as I ran towards the defending Germans. I saw one soldier after another get hit and fall to the ground, his red blood staining the white snow. The noise was deafening, bullets were throwing up the snow all around me, and artillery shells were bursting everywhere.

“As I was running forward, a German artillery shell from an 88 landed between me and another soldier. The blast from this shell picked us both up and threw us into the air. I landed very hard on my back upon the frozen ground. I lay there dazed for a few moments, I don’t know for how long. I was afraid to look at myself. I just knew that I had been badly wounded. I ran my hands over my body to make sure everything was where it was supposed to be. I reluctantly looked at my hands expecting to see blood. I hadn’t been hit! It was a miracle! The thought never even occurred to me to just lie there and let the others continue the attack. I got back up and continued to move forward, because of the excitement of battle and the adrenaline that was flowing in my body; I didn’t even notice the pain in my lower back.”12

Staff Sergeant Sirovica reached the German positions and began raking them with his Tommy gun as his platoon closed in, shooting the Germans in their holes. Despite his injured back, Private First Class Lewis kept moving up the ridge with his platoon. “[Almost] half of my company had been killed or wounded in making this attack, but those of us who were left were determined to take that ridge. Seeing that we would not be denied no matter what our losses were, the Germans lost their nerve and began to run away. One by one the Germans would climb out of their foxholes and dash towards the rear. Soon this turned into a rout and the remaining Germans left in full retreat! Strange things happen in combat and this was one of them. The defending Germans had us outnumbered, and they were entrenched upon the ridge, protected from our fire. There was no logical reason for them to run away. If they had kept their nerve, they could have shot down every one of us before we reached the ridge. Fear is a powerful emotion. The Germans were not cowards, but at this moment in time we were just more determined than they were.

“I couldn’t believe it, but somehow I made it to the top of the ridge alive. All the Germans who could do so, were in full retreat. I came upon one of the German 88mm guns, which had been hit by our artillery fire. There lay scattered around the gun the dead and wounded German gun crew. I saw one young German soldier sitting on the ground in a pool of blood, wounded. His friends had wrapped a tourniquet around his bloody leg before fleeing. I looked down at him, and he looked up at me with fear in his eyes. He was crying. I raised my weapon with the intention of killing him. He closed his eyes and lowered his head as he expected to be shot, but I changed my mind and continued to move forward. I couldn’t kill an unarmed man, even if he was the enemy. I can still see the look of fear in his eyes as I stood over him with my weapon pointed at his head. His tears were running down his face as he lay dying in the snow. I suppose that he died of his wounds during the coming cold night. Would his family ever know what happened to him? I suppose his family received a letter saying that he died in defense of the Fatherland and what a good soldier he was, but what I will always remember is a young boy who should have been in school, wounded, crying for his mother. What a tragic waste!

“The Germans were moving back down the ridge as fast as they could run. Some of them would fall to the ground and roll down the hill trying to throw off our aim as we fired at them. One German jumped into an abandoned foxhole to hide. We saw where he was hiding and he was quickly captured. Captain Wilde ordered us to take that ‘son of a bitch’ back to the battalion headquarters and be back in ten minutes! Of course we all knew what the captain wanted. Battalion headquarters was at least a mile to the rear. No way could we take him back there and return back here in ten minutes, so he was taken into the woods and shot. Now you have to remember and understand that we had just charged across this field, and these were the men who had been firing on us. We left a lot of our friends behind as either killed or wounded, and these were the guys who did it! Our blood lust was all charged up. I couldn’t justify killing a prisoner, but I understood why it had happened. From on top of the ridge, I could look down below and see the German tanks and other vehicles retreating along the road back towards Germany.”13

For his heroism and leadership during the attack, Sergeant Frank Sirovica would later be awarded the Distinguished Service Cross.

As he had reached the crest of the hill, First Sergeant Kolterman was wounded; he was evacuated later to an aid station. “The Company objective was secured at 2:00 p.m., with sixty-two men and three officers present. Company G lost fourteen KIA, forty-four WIA, and two MIA.”14

After securing the Thier-du-Mont ridgeline, Private First Class Lewis for the first time became aware of the excruciating pain in his back, caused by the earlier encounter with an aerial burst from an 88mm gun. But, Lewis decided to stay with his platoon instead of being evacuated. Later that day, Lewis was present when General Gavin visited the Company G troopers still on their feet. “This was the first time I had ever seen a real live general up close. He had an M1 strapped across his shoulder. He talked with us, asked where we were from, and told us about the good job we had done. He was a natural leader and we all loved him.

“A lot of my friends were left dead and dying in the snow. It was so cold that night that many of the wounded died from exposure. As for myself, I was just glad to be alive. I still don’t know how I was able to make that charge and not be killed. My friend Sergeant Al Hess and I slept in the same foxhole we had dug in December. It was so very cold that night, but I fell right off to sleep.”15

As he lay at the battalion aid station that night awaiting evacuation to a hospital, First Sergeant Kolterman could only think about the terrible conditions that his men would be enduring after the sun went down. There would be “no supply that night and the men had nothing but what they wore and carried.”16

Search parties were organized to look for the wounded, both American and German. Those not found would surely die of exposure in the bitter cold and deep snow.

By nightfall on January 6, the strength of the 551st had been cut in half, despite receiving some replacements. The battalion had been involved in almost all of the heavy fighting in the 517th sector and was now attached to the 504th. Tucker’s 504th staff issued a warning order to be ready to capture the village of Rochelinval the following morning. Lieutenant Colonel Wood Joerg tried to convey to the 504th staff the exhausted and depleted condition of the 551st, but his words fell on deaf ears. A reconnaissance of the village reported that it was strongly held. Five hundred or so remaining survivors of the 183rd Volksgrenadier Regiment of the 62nd Volksgrenadier Division were defending the village, a fact unknown to anyone at division headquarters. Joerg knew that his battalion was facing annihilation if they made this assault. That night at his CP in the back of a three-quarter-ton truck, the field telephone rang. Fearing it was the order to make the assault that would surely result in the destruction of his men, Lieutenant Colonel Joerg at first refused to take the call, saying, “You tell him I’m not moving another damned step until my men rest and get something to eat!”17 The officer who answered the phone told Joerg that General Gavin wanted his battalion to move up. Joerg began to curse and started to cry. Finally, Joerg took the phone; he firmly implored the unidentified caller to have his battalion withdrawn. Whoever the officer was on the other end of the line told Joerg they would attack Rochelinval in the morning. Joerg slowly put the receiver down on the hook.

That night, when Joerg relayed the order to his company commanders, they all told him it was suicide to make the attack with what they had. Lieutenant Don Booth, in command of Company A, told Joerg, “We can’t take that hill. You can hear the damn Germans digging in—clang, clang, clang. There’s heavy machine guns—they’re sandbagged. They could hit a fly one hundred yards away.”18

The first sergeant of Company A, 551st, Roy McCraw, lined everyone up shortly before 6:00 p.m. on January 6. He began inspecting the men, looking for cases of trenchfoot, frostbite, malaria, respiratory infections, and wounds that were being concealed by those who had refused to leave their buddies. He found fourteen men with serious medical conditions, including two running high fevers as a result of malaria contracted earlier when the battalion had been stationed in Panama, and most with frozen feet. This cut the strength to forty-nine men and five officers, including two new replacement officers who had been assigned to the company earlier that day. Company B had around eighty-three men and officers. Company C had fewer officers and men than Company A.

Lieutenant Dick Durkee, the CO of Company A, got two of the new replacement officers. “Lieutenant [Charles] Dahl and Lieutenant [Joseph] Kienly, both fresh out of the Quartermaster [Company]. Neither had any experience in combat and Lieutenant Dahl told me that all he wanted was to be awarded the Combat Infantryman’s Badge. Our company had been divided into two platoons, one commanded by Lieutenant [Charles] Buckenmeyer, and the other by myself. Each new officer was assigned to [a] platoon—Lieutenant Dahl was assigned to me.

“On the night of the [6th] we had a meal of fresh steak. That afternoon I had a patrol out and saw a nice looking heifer, and Lieutenant Dahl, who had come along for the experience, had suggested that we bring it back and kill and eat her. We did just that, and Private First Class [William] McBee and Sergeant [Robert] Hill, who were former butchers, cut it up and we sat around the fire and ate steak.

“At 21:00 hours, Lieutenant Booth called the officers in and informed us that we were to attack and hold the town of Rochelinval the following morning. The words I uttered at that time I can’t print, but I was plenty mad. I had reconnoitered the area surrounding the town and it was suicide to attack with our small company. I told him so, and also that there were plenty of Krauts in that town. He informed me that he had also told the battalion commander that, and was told they were orders handed down to him by General Gavin. So that was that.

“Lieutenant Booth then gave us his attack order, which included the 2nd Platoon (my platoon) would bring up the rear with the 1st Platoon in front.

“That night, the men were instructed to make sure that their weapons were in shape. Sitting the 2nd Platoon around me while I ate a steak sandwich, I gave them my own attack order. The men knew it was a tough mission and that a lot of them would never see another night. They went to bed all feeling that they wouldn’t be the one to give their life for Uncle Sam. Dahl seemed a little excited about the coming attack, not to mention my feelings, which was downright scared.”19

The terrain around Rochelinval greatly favored the defender. It was Fosse all over again. The village sat on a high bluff, which virtually precluded an assault from the north or east to the rear of the town. Pine trees to the northwest, west, and southwest ended about two to three hundred yards away, with open ground with sparse cover between the forest and the village. A deep gully ran through the middle of this open ground from the northwest side curving around to the west. From the gully a steep slope ran up the bluff to a stone wall that bordered the town. The Germans had close to a dozen machine guns dug in behind that wall and on the road approaching the village; their artillery and mortar units had the edge of the forest and the open ground in front of the village zeroed in.

The plan of attack by the 551st called for Company A to lead the assault from the left, approaching the village from the northwest, with Company B moving through the woods to attack from the southwest along both sides of the road leading into the hamlet. Company C would be in reserve just inside the edge of the woods to the west. They were supposed to have three tanks from the 740th Tank Battalion to support the attack and an artillery liaison to provide artillery support.

The officers and men of the 551st tried to get what sleep they could. At 3:00 a.m. on January 7, Lieutenant Durkee woke up his Company A platoon and got them ready to move out. “Mail had come in the night before and the men seemed more cheerful than they had for the last few days. The officers checked the men to be sure that all ammunition was being carried and all weapons were in good condition. At 04:00 hours, we started out; the 1st Platoon was in the lead, under the command of Lieutenant Buckenmeyer, and the 2nd Platoon was in the rear. We got all the available men for this attack, including the company clerk and the supply sergeant. On our way to the line of departure, Lieutenant Booth was in the rear of the company. Lieutenant Buckenmeyer and his platoon went straight ahead when they should have turned left, and by the time I had sent ahead word that he was wrong, I had led my platoon down the right trail. So, Lieutenant Booth told me to lead the way, and my platoon took the lead in the attack. At the fork of the trail we picked up Lieutenant McNair, who was in command of the light machine gun section, which we were told to use for supporting fire.

“At 04:35 hours, we arrived at our LD and sent up our yellow flare to signal the other companies that we had reached our LD. Lieutenant Booth had the forward observer, who had been attached to us for artillery support, to ask for a concentration to be laid down on our objective. There was plenty of static on our SCR 300 and contact was very poor, but we finally managed to get two concentrations on the village. However, only one shell landed in the town. One artillery unit [the 376th PFA Battalion] had argued with the forward observer that the target was out of their area, and they said they wouldn’t fire on it. But after considerable arguing and the interference of our colonel, they consented. But for all the work to get them to fire on the town, when they did, the help wasn’t much good and only warned the Germans that they were about to be attacked.”20

As the time for the attack neared, Lieutenant Colonel Joerg hadn’t seen any sign of three tanks that were supposed to support the attack. Furious, Joerg sent Lieutenant John Belcher, the battalion liaison officer, to find them.

As the seconds ticked by, Lieutenant Durkee waited nervously with his men for the signal to attack. “By the time we were ready to jump off on the attack, it had started to get light—all the time we could hear the Germans preparing the defenses. Just before we jumped off, Sergeant Hill told me that it was going to be a bloody fight and a hell of a lot of men would never get there. Our route of attack was a little country lane, and on each side there was a scattering of bunches of bushes. It was about two hundred fifty yards from where we were to the town. There was a fence on the left side of the lane and a few scattered stumps of trees on the right. That was the set up and the Germans were sitting up in the town just waiting for us. But orders were orders.

“So when Lieutenant Booth gave me the nod to attack, we set out. I had one squad led by Sergeant Hill, to go down the lane on the left of the fence and one squad led by Sergeant [Edward F.] Courtney to go down the right side. Lieutenant Dahl and myself were in the lane behind the two scouts.”21

The Germans waited for Companies A and B to get out in the open about half way across the open ground, and then as if on a signal, unleashed a wall of lead from their automatic weapons.

Lieutenant Durkee saw his men around him begin to fall. “One scout, Private [Robert R.] Mowery, who was carrying the BAR, was the first; he was hit in the stomach and the head. I immediately put my machine gun in action behind a stump. They no sooner got set up than the Germans opened up on our left flank. They were directly in the crossfire and before they got off their second burst, they were both dead. Sergeant Hill, seeing Private Mowery die, ran over to his body and picked up his fallen BAR and stood there and fired two magazines at the Germans before he was finally killed, after being wounded several times.

“Meanwhile, I had become the second scout and Lieutenant Dahl the first scout; and we continued the attack, taking with me up the hill the two bazooka men. Halfway up the slope, which on the top was the outskirts of the town, we put the bazooka in action and completely obliterated a machine gun nest. We four crawled on up and a sniper at a corner of a building opened up on us. Knowing where he was, I knew I could lob a grenade behind it and get him. So I told Lieutenant Dahl to fire on the sniper and I would expose myself and toss the grenade. He did, but my toss was short. So I told him to continue to fire, but he didn’t. I looked over to his position a few feet away and he was kneeling there—his eyes closed. He was dead—some Jerry had shot him through the side of the neck.

“At that point of the attack, my position was on the very outskirts of town. I had one bazooka man still with me. The other had been killed shortly after the death of Lieutenant Dahl. I saw one man fifty yards down the draw from my position. I recognized him as my runner; his name, Private [Pat] Casanova. I yelled to him to get those riflemen up here in a hurry so it would be possible to attack the town. His answer, I’ll never forget, ‘Sir, they’re all dead.’

“Well, I figured we had had it and told the bazooka man to crawl back down the draw and I would cover him. I figured there was no sense to attack the town with two men. My rifle was unusable, because of the snow in the bore, so I took Lieutenant Dahl’s .45 out of his holster and carried that with me. The bazooka man crawled so far, when he must have gotten tired and figured he could make it by running. So he jumped up and took off. He got about three feet when a machine gun opened up and sent a quarter of a box of machine gun bullets through him.

“Crawling around the bend in the lane, I saw the reason for Casanova’s answer, that ‘they’re all dead,’ because there in the same location of the machine gun were the men who, the night before, had such a great time eating steak sandwiches. They were lying in all kinds of postures, some face up, staring with sightless eyes into the sky; and others, face down, submerged in the snow. Looking on up the lane I could see men lying along the trail every two yards. The men were not wounded, because their bodies were in plain view of the Krauts; who, just for practice, pumped their bodies full of German lead.

“From my position, I could not be seen by the Germans and I could just reach the grip on our machine gun. So with the help of my trench knife, I took out the bolt and took it with me. I said a prayer to myself, and got up and ran for the woods and made it. How I ever came out of it alive, God only knows.

“When I was up in front, things were happening in my rear, which I didn’t know about till I got back there. I found out I was the company commander of a company of nine men. Lieutenant Buckenmeyer had been severely wounded and Lieutenant Booth had been killed.”22

Earlier, around 8:00 a.m., Lieutenant Booth, commanding Company A, had been almost cut in half by German machine gun fire that also killed several other men nearby. His wounded radio operator, Sergeant Harry Renick, got off a “May Day” distress call to Joerg’s radioman over the battalion net. About that time, a heavy barrage of artillery and mortar fire hit the woods. The antenna of Joerg’s SCR 300 radio was severed. A tree burst critically wounded Joerg, as he observed the assault from the edge of the woods west of the village, only three hundred yards away. Suffering from a terrible head wound from shrapnel that went through the top of his helmet, penetrated his skull, and lodged in his brain, Joerg was put on a stretcher and carried to a nearby jeep. Joerg was taken to a 504th aid station, where he was placed outside. Word of Joerg getting hit quickly spread through the battalion. Men and officers alike were stunned that their great leader was struck down.

By 8:30 a.m., Company A had been virtually eliminated as a fighting force; their attack had failed. Despite intense machine gun and mortar fire, Company B pressed its attack on Rochelinval from the southwest along the road. The battalion executive officer, Major William Holm, took command after Joerg was hit and immediately committed the reserve, Company C, which was now under the command of Lieutenant Leroy Sano. The battalion mortars and machine guns from Headquarters Company kept up a constant fire on the German positions, inflicting a great many casualties. Around 9:30 a.m., 113 smoke rounds began landing in the area, to cover the withdrawal of Company A, that had been virtually wiped out an hour earlier.

Company C, which was around twenty men by this time, came out of the woods and hit the German squad manning a roadblock that barred the way into the town in the flank, wiping it out. This opened the way for Company B to move forward, where it engaged another German squad in a hand-to-hand fight, which the Germans lost.

The fighting raged throughout the morning, but around noon an M5 Stuart light tank was seen down the road behind the 551st. Lieutenant Sano, the Company C commander, ran back and ordered the tank to move forward to assist in the attack. The tank’s turret was damaged and couldn’t rotate. It was stuck with the gun pointing at an angle to the right. However, Sano brought the tank forward and as it moved up the road toward Rochelinval firing two of its three .30-caliber machine guns, the remnants of Companies B and C moved forward with it. Together, the small tank and the paratroopers moved into the edge of the hamlet, where a close-combat, house-to-house fight began. After fighting all morning against these tenacious paratroopers who wouldn’t quit, the sight of the tank evidently unnerved the Germans holding the town. They began coming out of houses and barns, and from behind stone walls with their hands up, shouting, “Kamerad!” By 3:00 p.m., the fighting was over. The German regiment was destroyed, but so was the 551st.

The attack by the 82nd Airborne on January 7 almost completed the destruction of the 62nd Volksgrendier Division. On the 8th of January, the 504th cleaned out Petit-Halleux and put patrols over the river into Grand-Halleux, while the 505th moved up to occupy the high ground on the west side of the Salm River, north of Rencheux, and established a roadblock between Goronne and Rencheux. The following day the 2nd Battalion, 505th, took Rencheux. A platoon from Company G led by Colonel Ekman, protecting the left flank of the 2nd Battalion, caught some Germans who had been bypassed and were attempting to make it back over the Salm River. Ekman and the platoon destroyed the enemy group, with only a few survivors making the crossing of the river.

On January 9, Private First Class Dutch Schultz reported back to Company C, 505th, after being evacuated before Christmas for an upper respiratory infection, dysentery, and stomach cramps. “I reported for duty to a company that was virtually wiped out. The officers were all gone and we had about thirty men left. If I could have cried, I might have gotten some of the pain and guilt out. I lost some good friends who taught me how to survive in combat and often inspired me with their courage and sacrifice. In a larger sense, I realized that the company I came to know and love no longer existed.”23

The 3rd Battalion, 517th, established a bridgehead across the Salm River at Grand-Halleux on January 10, while the division consolidated and established defensive positions. On the night of January 10–11 the division was relieved by the 75th Infantry Division. The 517th was detached from the division and attached to the 75th Division.

During the fighting from January 3–10, the division killed an estimated 2,250 and captured 2,571 enemy soldiers. The estimate of the number of enemy killed was probably far too low. The heavy snowfall quickly covered the corpses of dead enemy soldiers. The division was too busy fighting and advancing to take the time to conduct body counts. Suffice it to say that the 62nd Volksgrenadier Division almost ceased to exist after this attack.

Staff Sergeant Chris Christensen was one of the few old-timers still left in Company G, 505th. “We were relieved and trucked to Theux, where we moved inside for a well earned rest. At this time we were down to less than fifty percent strength. In the past, we had lost more men killed, but no other place took quite the toll as the Ardennes.”24

Having fought their way through heavy snow and difficult terrain, troopers like Private First Class Lane Lewis, with Company G, 508th, were worn out. “On January 10, we learned that we were going to be relieved and pulled back into a rest camp. The next morning we left our positions at Thier-du-Mont to begin our march back to Chevron, Belgium. The 75th Infantry Division was marching up to take over our old defensive positions. As we passed by them, the soldiers of the 75th would tell us what a great job we had done. They had heard about the battle we had just fought to take back Thier-du-Mont Ridge. We wished them good luck. This made us all feel proud and gave us a good feeling for what we had just accomplished, but we were also filled with sadness. We were leaving a lot of good men behind who had given the last full measure for us and for their country.

“We marched into Chevron that night. For the next ten days this would be our home. Here we received a new issue of clothes; some of the men received white colored camouflaged winter clothing. The engineers set up huge tents and heated water for us to take hot showers. After being in the field for twenty-four days, I’m sure we all needed a shower! I can’t tell you how good this felt to be clean again. I had rejoined the human race again. My back continued to improve and I finally got thawed out.”25

The citizens of Theux, Pepinster, Chevron, and Remouchamps welcomed the troopers into their towns, sharing their homes, their food, and their friendship. The men had the opportunity to relax and rest. It was the first opportunity for the men to have enough time to reflect on what they had been through and to grieve for those friends lost during the fighting, many of whom they would never see again. So many of the old men—who had survived Sicily, Salerno, the fighting in the mountains of Italy, Anzio, Normandy, and Holland—were killed or seriously wounded as a result of the fighting, or had severe frostbite. Those who were left felt almost alone. Lieutenant Joe Meyers checked off in his mind the names and status of the officers who were with the company when it went into action in Belgium. Captain George D. Carlson, wounded in action; Lieutenant Virgil Gould, wounded in action; Lieutenant Charles Qualls, killed in action; Lieutenant Marshall Hughes, killed in action; Lieutenant Tom McClean, wounded in action; and Lieutenant Lawrence M. Price, wounded in action. Meyers was the only officer of the eight still on duty; although Lieutenant O. B. Carr was an officer in the company, he was on temporary duty with the pathfinders.

Troopers were able to take a shower for the first time since prior to leaving France on December 18. The men were issued new clothes and jump boots and given medical treatment for their injuries. After arriving in Theux, Meyers had received his B Bag, as they had finally caught up to the division. “I went upstairs where I had had my first bath since leaving Suippes. A big copper bathtub, filled with hot water, was waiting. Soap and clean towels were nearby. It was heavenly. I dressed in clean clothes and, for the first time in weeks, I felt like a human being.

“Our battalion mess operated nearby and we ate three hot meals every day. The day following our arrival in Theux, the regimental officers assembled in the local theater to hear an address by General Gavin. It was a small group; we had not yet received replacements. From the outset, it was obvious Gavin thought he was talking to the officers of the 2nd Battalion, not the officers of the entire regiment. His mistake was understandable. Our ranks were very thin.

“On our third day in Theux, I arose at 06:30, dressed and started downstairs where I met General Gavin and Bill Ekman on the stairway. I reported to the General and he asked me what training I had scheduled for the day. I replied, ‘None.’ I was giving the men an opportunity to rest. He nodded and told me to report to General Swift, the assistant division commander, at a nearby road junction at 08:00 hours the following morning. Tanks would be at the site and we would undergo tank-infantry training. I said nothing, but I boiled inside. What the hell was Gavin thinking? We had been fighting with tanks for the past three weeks. When I cooled off, I realized he was sending me a message: stop feeling sorry for yourself and your troops; get this show on the road; and there is still fighting to be done.”26

Replacements began to arrive to fill the ranks of the pitifully thin rifle companies. Training began to integrate them in preparation for the next mission. Some of the wounded and trenchfoot cases began returning from hospitals. There were many promotions, some transfers among units, and a few, such as Private First Class Lewis, with Company G, 508th, wanted a change in responsibility. “Tired of hearing, ‘Bazookas up front, Bazookas up front!’ I asked Sergeant Hess if I could be transferred to the 60mm mortar our company had, and he agreed. My job would now be to carry the mortar tube. ‘Let one of the new guys carry the bazooka,’ I thought. A 60mm mortar team was made up of three men: one to carry the base plate, one to carry the tube, and one to carry the mortar shells. Our unit received new replacements who were anxious to find out what combat was really like. I remembered when I once was young and anxious to get into action. I had listened with excitement to stories told to me by the returning veterans of the battle for Holland. That seemed like it was a hundred years ago. These new guys would soon find out for themselves what combat was all about, and they wouldn’t like it, but how could I explain that to them? There were rumors everyday about us going back into the line.”27

While receiving replacements and being reequipped and reorganized, the division concentrated on training in combined tank-infantry tactics and the use of the German Panzerfaust, many of which had been captured in Holland and Belgium. Gavin felt the Panzerfaust was the only effective antitank weapon against the German main battle tanks, the Mark V Panther and Mark VI Tiger II.

All too quickly, the men of the division would be called on to spearhead the drive through eastern Belgium, through the Siegfried Line, and into Germany itself.
  


CHAPTER 15

“SURRENDER, HELL!”1
 

While officers and men of the 82nd Airborne Division enjoyed their short time away from combat, the US First Army on the northern shoulder of the German salient, pushing south, met Patton’s Third Army coming up from the south at Houffalize on January 16. During the next week, both armies pushed east, with the First Army retaking St.-Vith on January 23. General Omar Bradley planned a powerful drive over a relatively small front by the First and Third Armies to commence on January 28, which had the objective of driving east, piercing the Siegfried Line, and pushing to the Rhine River. General Matthew Ridgway’s XVIII Airborne Corps, which was part of the First Army, was selected to spearhead the offensive. The First Army’s V Corps would be employed on the left flank and the Third Army’s VIII Corps would advance on the right flank of Ridgway’s corps. The plan called for Ridgway to drive from a point northeast of St.-Vith toward Schleiden, Germany, some forty miles northeast of St.-Vith, and on to Euskirchen, Germany.

The XVIII Airborne Corps would be attacking through terrain that was heavily forested, with few roads. The snow was knee deep, with drifts approaching waist deep, and continuing terrible weather conditions were unsuited for the employment of large armored formations. Ridgway, therefore, decided on a plan that would have been somewhat unorthodox under normal circumstances, but made good sense under these conditions. Two infantry divisions would attack abreast with two more following close behind. Resupply would be accomplished by the extensive use of “Weasels”—lightly armored, open-topped, tracked vehicles—and jeeps. Ridgway reasoned that infantry could move through the deep snow and heavy forests, where armor could not venture. The normal armored vehicle complement for an infantry division would be utilized where feasible, such as roads and firebreaks in the forests.

The two divisions spearheading the attack would push forward until they lost momentum; then the two following would pass through and take over the drive, maintaining the impetus and keeping the enemy under constant pressure. The two divisions spearheading the initial attack would rest and resupply, then follow behind, ready to leapfrog and continue the drive.

Arguably the two best combat divisions in the entire European Theater of Operations, the 82nd Airborne Division and the 1st Infantry Division, the “Big Red One,” were selected to spearhead the attack by the First Army into Germany itself. The 30th Infantry Division and the 84th Infantry Division would advance behind, ready to continue the drive when called upon.

Despite the infusion of replacements and the return of others from hospitals, the 82nd Airborne Division was still woefully understrength.

For security reasons, the division boarded trucks and left their billets during the middle of the night of January 26–27. The people of the towns in which they stayed were sad to see them leave, and the men didn’t relish the thought of going back into action in the weather conditions they would be facing.

Despite the secrecy of the move, as Private First Class Clinton Riddle, with Company B, 325th climbed aboard the back of the truck he noticed there were “many out to wave goodbye.”2

Most troopers, such as Private First Class Richard D. Weese, with Company B, 325th, had made good friends in the short time they spent in the small villages where they were billeted. “The people were just wonderful and we were sorry to have to leave. We were well rested, clean in body and clothing, and had received winter clothing.”3

Weese and four other troopers had slept together in one bedroom with a single bed while in Pepinster. When they said goodbye to the family they had stayed with before climbing aboard the truck, Weese could see that “they had tears in their eyes, as we did.”4

Early the next morning, in the theater in the little village of Juslenville, the few survivors of the 551st gathered to hear General Gavin speak. The battalion had suffered 84 percent casualties during the fighting in Belgium. The survivors expected a thank you for a job well done and their sacrifices. Instead, Gavin got straight to the point and told them that the battalion was being deactivated and would be disbanded shortly. He told them that they, as well as the 509th, which was also being disbanded, would be absorbed into the infantry regiments of the 82nd Airborne Division. The members of the battalion were stunned and saddened. Many would be bitter when they arrived at their respective units, and some carried that bitterness with them after the war.5

The division detrucked on January 27 around St.-Vith, behind the 7th Armored Division lines, with the 325th moving on foot to the town of Born, the 504th to Wallerode, the 505th to Montenau, and the 508th to Sart-lez-St.-Vith. Gavin’s plan for the initial attack was for two regiments abreast, with the 325th on the left and the 504th on the right. The 505th would move behind the 325th, and the 508th would follow the 504th.

That night, the men left behind musette bags, overcoats, blankets, bedrolls, and sleeping bags before moving out, hopefully to be brought up later. The men were now better clothed for winter weather than when they left France. Most now had white snow capes, pullovers, and bed sheets or mattress covers. They had been issued long-john underwear, wool sweaters, gloves, and shoe pacs, but they were going into weather and snow depths much worse than before.

Private First Class Robert M. Hunt, III, had joined Company B, 325th, as a replacement shortly before the regiment was trucked to Born. Awaiting his first combat the following morning and not knowing what to expect, Hunt was understandably nervous. “[Sergeant] Bill Derenger, an old combat veteran, took me under his wing, and since I was a greenhorn replacement, told me to follow him, stay close, and kill every Kraut we came in contact with. Derenger told me to never hesitate to kill a Kraut, because ‘if you don’t kill him first, he’s going to kill you.’ I never forgot what he said to me and how he said it.”6

The following morning at 6:00 a.m., the 325th and 504th passed through the lines of the 7th Armored Division and jumped off on time in bitterly cold conditions and knee-deep snow. The usual artillery barrage prior to attack was foregone and it worked. The Germans were caught eating breakfast in their billets when the 325th and 504th hit them.

The men could only advance in columns with one man breaking a trail through the snow. Lieutenant Reneau Breard, who had been transferred from Company A to Company B, 504th, after Cheneux, moved out at the head of his platoon, breaking the trail. “You couldn’t go very far before you wore yourself out in traveling through the snow, when you’d just fall over to the side and let the next man break the path. You’d come back at the rear of the platoon and start all over again.”7

The 325th initially moved south from the Born-Ambleve road, passing south of Medell. As Company B attacked through deep snow toward Wereth, Private First Class Hunt’s first experience of combat was “slow and nasty—snipers all around.”8

Sergeant John W. Crawley, with Company A, was moving with his men down both sides of a road that morning. “We came to a roadblock a few hundred yards ahead. A couple of trees lay across the road and I could see movement in the background. We moved forward slowly. Suddenly, I saw a soldier standing behind a tree, wearing white, who yelled something in German. To this day, I believe he thought we were Krauts as he didn’t fire at us. I fired a burst from my Tommy gun and we jumped into a snow bank on the side of the road. As I tried to clear the snow from my weapon, I called to [Private First Class] John Barton to fire two bazooka rounds into the area near the roadblock. We got no answering fire, so we proceeded ahead. Behind the roadblock were two dead enemy soldiers and the rest had taken off. They must have been an outpost. The cold was so bitter that it increased our hatred for the enemy.”9

After moving south of Medell, the 325th then turned northeast toward the high ground west of Wereth. They were in position on the high ground by 8:30 p.m.

South, on the right flank, the 504th moved northeast from Wallerode toward the village of Herresbach four miles away. Before Company A moved out, Private First Class Edwin R. Bayley and the men in his platoon gathered around their platoon leader, where they were told of their mission. “About dawn of January 28, we were informed that we were invading Germany and heading for the Siegfried Line. We were moving out with the 1st Division on our left and the 87th Division, Third Army, on our right.

“We proceeded into the woods and waited. Finally, a flare was seen in the sky and we moved out. We met no opposition as we moved through the woods and finally onto a road in a wide cut in the heavy woods on both sides. The snow was deep and it also began snowing heavily and it became very cold. Men sent into the woods to patrol for the enemy had it very rough as they had to walk through about twenty-four-inch-deep snow. Some of our officers were trying to ride at the head of the line in a jeep. They weren’t doing too badly at first, being dug out now and then. I think they finally had to abandon it. Some of the Germans must have anticipated a long stay in the woods, as some very substantial log cabins had been constructed. There were signs that Germans had been there and left sometime before we arrived.

“There was sporadic artillery fire bearing down on us in the road. Once in a while, someone would be hit by a several-inch-sized piece of shrapnel. Often the hits were in the abdomen. Some of these men immediately lost consciousness. Someone would stop, open the man’s clothing and look at the large wound, which usually was not bleeding externally. Sulfa drug would be powdered over and into the wound, a gauze compress applied and stuck down, and the man tagged for a medical pickup, hopefully before he died. Usually, we never saw these men again.”10

After a grueling twelve-hour march against little enemy resistance, Company H, 504th, accompanied by two tank destroyers arrived in the woods about a half mile outside of Herresbach at the head of the 3rd Battalion. It was nearly dusk and Company H had put out security and the men were digging the snow out for shelter and eating their cold K-rations. Suddenly, the familiar sound of an American jeep approaching from the direction of Herresbach could be heard. Platoon leader Lieutenant Richard LaRiviere, known as Rivers to everyone, waited until the jeep was close enough to identify four Germans in the vehicle. Rivers opened fire with his M1, killing the driver. The other three were taken prisoner and interrogated. They indicated that a large German force was following them on foot. One of the other Company H platoon leaders, Lieutenant Jim Megellas, heard Colonel Tucker’s deep voice behind him say, “Greek, Rivers. Take those two cans and get into that town.”11

Megellas had twenty-seven men in his platoon and Rivers had about the same, some of whom were replacements with no prior combat experience, who had joined the company in the last two weeks. Megellas and Rivers began getting their men ready to move into the town. Megellas got the two tank destroyer commanders to get their vehicles started. Private Harold Sullivan was waiting for orders as Rivers approached the platoon to fill them in. “He came back and told us that we would be able to sleep inside if we could take this little place up ahead. [Lieutenant] Colonel [Julian] Cook was in the middle of the road, and when I passed him, he saw a German gas mask canister under the white bed sheet we had for camouflage, and he stopped me, thinking he had a German soldier in the mix. When he heard I had my stove in the canister, he was all right.”12

The two Company H platoons were deployed in tactical columns on each side of the tank destroyers, which were moving down the road. As they moved down the road, visibility was poor. It was almost dark and a low fog shrouded the surrounding area. As Sullivan was moving along the road, he saw figures suddenly emerge out of the fog ahead of him. Immediately, the veterans opened fire on the approaching figures, who seemed to be momentarily surprised. Sullivan was briefly startled as well, but within just a second or two, recovered and began shooting. “I don’t know who was more surprised, but I know who had more firepower. I was on the left hand side of a tank destroyer and everybody was firing to the side and out front. Clips seemed to pop out of the M1 very fast. A lot of dead Germans were on the road and alongside the road.”13

Lieutenant Megellas was at the front of the column and engaged the Germans at close range. “We were firing at almost point-blank range. The enemy was so close that I did not have to put my gun to my shoulder to aim it; I just pointed and fired in their direction. My Tommy gun was red hot, rapid firing clip after clip. It was a killing frenzy unlike any other I experienced in the war; we were shooting everything in sight.”14

The two platoons of Company H and the two tank destroyers had run into an entire battalion of German infantry, supported by a Mark V Panther tank moving at the rear of their column. Sergeant Jimmie Shields was with his squad at the front of the Company H column when suddenly the huge Mark V tank opened fire on them. “One of our TDs had gotten into a snow bank and was not moving. I was carrying a Browning Automatic Rifle and at this point we were one hundred fifty yards from the German Mark V. Lieutenant Megellas broke out of the company formation and started firing at the tank. As he approached the enemy tank, my squad was in a position that we could return fire on the troops around the Mark V tank.”15

As Staff Sergeant Charles H. Crowder and his men from Rivers’ platoon moved up past the immobilized tank destroyer, he saw Megellas doing something he almost couldn’t believe. “He and his platoon advanced on the enemy firing from the hip. The Germans were being killed in all directions. I saw the tank firing its machine guns and saw Lieutenant Megellas running toward the tank, shooting from the hip.”16

Sergeant Lawrence H. Dunlop, an original member of the company, could see Megellas out in front of everyone running toward the tank. “Lieutenant Megellas went alone from tree to tree.”17

Another platoon leader, Lieutenant Ernest P. Murphy, saw Megellas “throw a Gammon grenade at the tank, which stopped its movement. I then observed Lieutenant Megellas move up to the immobile tank and toss a hand grenade into the open turret, which killed the crew.”18

As Staff Sergeant Crowder and his men advanced, the surviving German infantry down the road broke and ran. “Seeing the Germans running back into town, Lieutenant Megellas and some of his men followed, fighting from house to house.”19

Private Sullivan was one of the troopers that helped clear the houses. “We found loads of German soldiers in the houses, and they seemed to give up quickly. I don’t know what happened to my ‘night inside’, but after a short warm up and rest in a house, [Sergeant] Shields came in and said, ‘My guys outside’—another night in the snow watching to make sure we wouldn’t be surprised.”20

The Company H Executive Officer, Lieutenant Ed Sims, helped to get the company reorganized after the attack. “A hasty defense was established in preparation for counterattacks by the Germans.

“Our forces had no casualties. An individual count [of enemy casualties] by a staff member of the 504 had one hundred thirty-eight killed and two hundred captured. We in Company H, who did not stop to count enemy casualties, believe the count to be much higher, such as over two hundred fifty killed and over two hundred fifty captured. Lieutenant Megellas was personally responsible for twenty-five of those killed.”21

Lieutenant Megellas was recommended for the Congressional Medal of Honor. However, due to a paperwork mistake, mention of his heroic action in single-handedly destroying the Mark V tank was omitted, and he was awarded an oak leaf to his Silver Star medal (the second award of the Silver Star).

Two parachute rifle platoons had wiped out an entire German battalion. That night the 3rd Battalion repulsed three counterattacks. The fight for Herresbach was a victory of overwhelming proportions for the 504th.

The 505th and 508th moved up behind the attacking echelons to take over the attack the next morning. As Private First Class Lane Lewis, with Company G, 508th, made the long, grueling march from Sart-lez-St.-Vith eastward through St.-Vith to their assembly area west of Herresbach, he saw the evidence of the heavy fighting that had occurred earlier around St.-Vith. “It was snowing hard and a high wind was blowing, chilling us to the bone, as we moved our way forward. While advancing toward St.-Vith, I came across an abandoned foxhole. In it were three US soldiers still manning their .30-caliber machine gun. They had been killed by a direct artillery hit; their frozen bodies still staring forward, waiting. I can still see this scene so clearly today.

“We could hear gunfire to our front; sometimes a stray artillery shell would land nearby. As long as we kept moving we could stay warm, but the minute we stopped moving the cold would set in. It was the same old routine, run fifty steps, pause, run fifty steps, then stop. I thought I would freeze to death!

“As we were moving forward toward St.-Vith, I remember seeing forty or fifty bloated dead horses scattered along the roadside. These horses had been caught in an artillery barrage. The Germans used horses to move their artillery. Being from a farm, it troubled me to see these poor dead horses.

“Late that afternoon we arrived in Wallerode, and settled down for a rest. My back continued to bother me; it was becoming a real struggle to walk and carry my gear.

“We heard about an incident that happened at the 2nd Battalion area. A group of bypassed Germans mistakenly wandered into the battalion area. [The 2nd Battalion] immediately opened fire on the surprised Germans. All the Germans were either killed or captured. About 8:00 that night we moved into the forward assembly area. Our regiment would lead the attack tomorrow. By midnight we had reached our area and were issued ammunition and rations for the next day’s assault.”22

At 3:30 a.m. the following morning, the 2nd Battalion, 401st, attacked Wereth, and after a sharp fight, cleared it by 5:00 a.m. Then the 325th took the high ground east of the town.

At 5:00 a.m. on January 29, the 505th passed through the 325th positions and pushed two thousand yards northeast to capture the high ground fifteen hundred yards southwest of Honsfeld. There, the 505th established defensive positions and sent out reconnaissance patrols and patrols to maintain contact with the 1st Infantry Division on the left.

The 504th maintained its positions around Herresbach while, at 4:00 a.m. on the 29th, the 508th moved through them, with the 1st Battalion attacking northeast toward Holzheim, while the 2nd Battalion, following them, peeled off and advanced toward Medendorf.

In the early afternoon Company B attacked Holzheim from the north without encountering a lot of resistance, while Company C attacked the town from the south. Sergeant Bill Traband, with Company C, could see some activity in and around the town. “We were on the high ground going into Holzheim. We first started to attack this town, but they were all looking like American soldiers, they had American jeeps they had taken. So when we did attack they were already down and we got right to the town.

“They were hitting us from the right flank; that’s when we saw Lieutenant [Joe] Shirley. I went up to him and said, ‘They’re murdering us on the flank here.’
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“He said, ‘What do you think you’re getting paid for Traband?’ So I got two guys and we went around. There was a breezeway and this courtyard back there, where all of the back doors were; we were going from house to house. One guy took this one house, which we always did, we threw a grenade in before we went into a house. I was getting the other guy started, when here comes this lady screaming at me, begging me. I told the guys, ‘No more grenades, just break down the doors and get in there.’ The lady had two little kids about two or three years old. I took the last house, and that’s when we got the prisoners.”23

Private Merrel Arthur and a couple of other troopers were standing down the street when Traband marched his prisoners out of the last house. “Here came Sergeant Traband with about eighty prisoners he captured in one house and gave them to me to guard.

“We proceeded to march the prisoners out of town for about three hundred yards or so, when we came upon Sergeant [Leonard] Funk and the headquarters group of about three or four men. Here we stopped and made the prisoners sit on the ground out of observation of the Germans, who were shelling us at the time. We did have some hedgerow coverage protection.”24

The line of prisoners ran along the side of a house near the road, then down along the side of the road, forming an L shape. Extending parallel to the road from the rear of the house was a wall that prevented any escape in that direction. Sergeant Funk and his group was at the rear corner of the house by the wall.

A three-man contact patrol sent out from the 2nd Battalion to Holzheim was captured, and a German officer and his men took them to Holzheim, apparently believing the town to still be in German hands. Many of the Germans as well as the Americans were by now wearing white snow capes, pullovers, and bed sheets that all covered most of the uniforms and helmets, thereby making identification of friend or enemy difficult. As the German officer and his men were escorting their American prisoners into Holzheim, the officer saw the German prisoners that Private Arthur and two other troopers were guarding, realizing the town must now be in American hands. The German officer decided to liberate the prisoners, rearm them, hit Company C from the rear, and retake the town. The German officer and his men, marching three prisoners, approached the end of the L-shaped line that ran along the side of the road, where two of the guards detailed with Arthur were positioned. The Germans quickly jumped the two guards and disarmed them and began to rearm the German prisoners at the end of the line.

Arthur was standing outside of the elbow of the L-shaped line of prisoners when he heard and saw a commotion at the end of the line down the road. “There was a lot of confusion and milling around when the prisoners jumped up. I stepped around the column and looked down the row to see what the commotion was all about. I saw men dressed in snow capes and yelling to our guards there. The impression I had was that it was some Belgian Resistance fighters giving us a hard time on what to do with the prisoners.”25

Not sure what was going on, Arthur saw three men in snow capes approaching. “That’s when Funk came over to where I was and said, ‘What’s going on down there?’

“In the meantime, some of the prisoners were taking off to a vacant house about fifty yards away.”26

As the three men approached, Arthur noticed one of the men suddenly point his weapon at Funk. “The German officer was waving his Schmeisser at Funk and jabbering and wanted us to drop our weapons. Funk looked a little bewildered at what was going on until the captured patrol man told us they were captured and now we are to become their prisoners, ‘He wants us to surrender.’

“Funk started mumbling to himself softly like, ‘Surrender, hell,’ as in not knowing what to do, sort of pondering it.

“He was standing there with his Tommy gun slung arms, and the German was standing there waving his Schmeisser in Funk’s belly. In a flash, that gun was in the German’s belly and he ripped off a burst. The German started to sink slowly down. When he was on his knees, he tried to raise his gun at Funk, but didn’t have the strength to pull the trigger.

“That’s when Funk said to me, ‘Get help.’

“I started back to the village to find anyone I could. The first trooper I saw was my buddy [Corporal] Askew, the one that wanted to get into the action. Sure enough, he did and got shot in the leg. I dragged him to the aid station, and on the way saw no help. I left the aid station and raced back to where Funk was. As I neared the end of the street, I could see that Funk, with some help that had arrived when they heard shots, [had] rounded up what was alive of the German prisoners, which was about half of the original group. The other half were dead, due to Funk’s quick action.”27

The official count was twenty-one Germans killed and many others wounded. Also, in the melee, one of Sergeant Funk’s closest friends, the Company C clerk, Staff Sergeant Edward W. Wild, was killed, possibly as an accident by Sergeant Funk’s fire. Wild’s death hit Funk hard.

For his incredible courage, First Sergeant Leonard Funk was later awarded the Congressional Medal of Honor, making him the most decorated soldier in the 82nd Airborne Division. Funk had been awarded the Silver Star for his actions in Normandy, and the Distinguished Service Cross for his role in clearing the landing zone in Holland.

The 2nd Battalion, 508th, meanwhile moved into Medendorf. As they entered the town, Lieutenant George E. Miles, the commanding officer of Company E, along with his executive officer took cover after being fired at by a sniper. “I had to discard my Tommy gun and a pistol that I borrowed from a trooper. It froze and I asked [Lieutenant] Dave Liebman [the executive officer] for his .45 pistol. He handed it to me then swore as his helmet was knocked off his head. He finally killed the young sniper and proceeded to a barn to rest.

“I thanked him for the .45 and he replied, ‘Good you didn’t have to use it—there were no bullets in it.’ We examined his helmet, which had a small hole front and center. The back was blown out. We had a long laugh at this episode.”28

At 5:00 a.m. on January 30, the 325th and 504th took over the advance once more, while the 505th and 508th maintained their positions.

The 2nd Battalion, 325th, and 2nd Battalion 401st, moved northeast toward Buchholtz. As Private First Class Victor H. Banke, with Company F, 401st, was moving in column along the trail broken in the deep snow, they began to get shelled. “We got a lot of tree bursts from artillery. I got hit with a chunk of wood and thought I had really been hit. I had a limp for a couple of days, but it turned out OK.”29

By the afternoon, Company E, 325th supported by tanks ran into the first real opposition, but it quickly destroyed it and overran the village of Buchholtz. The weather, snow, and lack of food and rest were as much of an opponent as the Germans, causing about one half of the casualties. Technical Sergeant George Speakman, a platoon sergeant with Company E, and his men were in tough shape after three days of almost constant movement. “I think at this time the cold and snow had us all in the stage of just thanking the Lord we were still here. One of my machine gunners had it bad in the back. He could just walk bent way over. I got him to a house behind our line. The medics gave him two dozen aspirin [to take for the pain as he needed].”30

By evening, the two battalions established positions that ran along a railroad line from Losheim to Honsfeld and sent reconnaissance patrols across the border into Germany.

To the south, the 1st Battalion, 504th, moved east through Holzheim, then turned southeast toward Manderfeld. As Company A, leading the battalion, moved down a road that the Germans had previously snowplowed toward Manderfeld, Private First Class Ed Bayley was near the front of the column. “Staff Sergeant Frank Heidebrink with two others took the lead. I was the fourth man in the column. As we rounded a sharp right-hand bend in the road, a volley of tracer bullets rang out. Staff Sergeant Heidebrink and the second man were instantly killed. I managed to drop and roll into a shallow ditch, while several more tracers passed just above my body. Several of the troopers tried to shoot rifle grenades in the direction of the shots, only to have them fail to detonate as they landed short in the soft snow. Another two soldiers who were very close friends of Heidebrink ran forward to see if they could help him, while I yelled for them to stay down, as he was already gone and that they too might get killed. Both were shot dead.

“By now, while lying in the snow, my hands and feet began to get real cold. I crawled back some distance where there was a Weasel with the motor running. I went to this with two or three others to get thawed out.

“We now had lost by death four more of our veterans. After a delay of maybe two or so hours we moved on and came to a crossroads and a small village, Holzheim. We halted here for awhile. American troops had been here earlier, as there were a number of dead Germans lying about in the snow and a German vehicle destroyed. We were told to advance down one of the roads to find what was down there and to launch an attack against the bridge.

“As we went forward and started a small descent down toward the Our River, rifle shots from the high ground beyond the river valley snapped and buzzed over our heads. No one was hit. As we advanced down a shallow hill toward a curve in the road, additional and more intense rifle firing began and our troopers, finding targets, began to shoot back. I guess some of the troopers were hit, as I could not see all of them. Some had spread out as skirmishers in the field to the left. Then artillery shells began falling. Some hit the road and exploded. Some, landing in the soft snow in the fields, did not explode. Others, hitting the snow, skipped across, like small stones skipping on water.

“All the time, a captain I had never seen before (not our company commander) on the top of the road rise, kept yelling for the troopers to advance under withering rifle and deadly artillery fire. Suddenly, the captain was seen no more and a lieutenant ordered us to pull back, as nothing but death and grievous wounds were being obtained.

“As we turned and as I was running, I saw some of my close friends lying dead in the road, their bodies having been torn asunder by the artillery. At that time, a heavy shock lifted me off the road and several feet in the air. My back side stung as if from a hornet and I suddenly landed on it on the icy road surface, and quickly got up and ran again with the other troopers to get out of there. Later, I realized that an artillery shell had exploded beneath my feet and that I had survived without even a cut. We pulled back and regrouped, while the Germans continued to shoot 20mm antipersonnel flak shells over our heads. Shortly, the medics and volunteers with a big Red Cross flag went down into the shootout area to retrieve the wounded. We couldn’t believe it, but the Germans shot and wounded several of these men. We were supposed to have had an artillery barrage and a couple of tanks assist us with this operation, but this did not occur.

“During the several minutes of this tragic event, we lost several more of the long-term veterans to death. It seemed a shame that some of them had come all the way from Africa, Sicily, Italy, France, and Holland to be killed in what would be the last days of the war. Taking into account Cheneux and other battles of the previous weeks, a large number of the old-time veterans had been killed. Some had been badly wounded, but were still alive, although we never saw them again.”31

When Company A pulled back, Lieutenant Reneau Breard, with Company B, was ordered to flank the German positions. “I was sent off to the left through the snow, through the woods, maybe a hundred yards around to their left, crossed the creek, and came up on the other side. By that time, some tanks had come up into Holzheim and could see these artillery units shooting direct fire at A Company on the road. They cut loose with their guns, and by the time we got there, there weren’t any Germans left, they were all dead. We came in from the north and crossed the road, and A Company got in the woods to the right and went up. They just knocked the woods down; the guns were lying around everywhere, turned over. They just killed those artillery men right at their guns.”32 By late that afternoon, the 1st Battalion established defensive positions on the high ground on the far side of the Our River, protecting the division’s southern flank.

The 2nd Battalion, 504th, moved into Medendorf and relieved the 2nd Battalion, 508th, then moved south against light opposition and captured Eimerscheid to protect the southern flank as well.

Attacking from Herresbach, the 3rd Battalion, 504th, took the high ground overlooking the town after a short fight.

At 3:00 a.m. on January 30, the 3rd Battalion, 508th, began marching east from Holzheim toward Lanzerath, while the 2nd Battalion followed closely, peeling off to protect the right flank. As was his usual practice, Sergeant Zane Schlemmer, a forward observer for the 2nd Battalion, 508th 81mm mortars, moved with the rifle companies during any advance or attack. “The weather there was intensely cold. To keep reasonably warm, in addition to my usual uniform, I had a turtleneck wool knit sweater (an American Red Cross donation), an American Army officer short overcoat (which I had taken from a frozen dead 106th Infantry Division Major’s body that I discovered in the forest); at times, I also wore my Army issue ‘mummy’ type sleeping bag, by cutting arm holes and cutting the bottom out of it. I had also acquired a longhaired white German dog, from a company of German soldiers we had ambushed in a railroad cut. We called the dog ‘Adolph,’ and he was my sleeping companion, curling up against each other wherever we could find a place to sleep. We modified our wool gloves by slitting the fingers and sewing them together, except for the thumb and trigger finger, thus making them modified mittens. Even with all of this damn clothing, I never was warm!

“The only nice thing about this winter war was that the snow had covered all of the battlefield debris, the dead were frozen, and none of the smell of the battlefield permeated as usual. The flip side of that was the probability of freezing before evacuation, should you become wounded under these circumstances.

“The only vehicle which we could use, due to the lack of roads, the snow drifts, and the terrain, was a small tracked Weasel. It brought up ammunition, K-rations, and took back the wounded and those with frozen feet or fingers. The weather was nearly as much an enemy as were the Germans.

“We used the element of surprise, for the Germans were confident that no one could advance under these conditions, and they didn’t want to give up any shelter that they were in. One night, I filled my canteen completely full of water, not knowing when I could get more. During the night, the water froze so solidly that the ice expanded and split the seams of my canteen. When the rations couldn’t reach us, we existed on captured German black bread and canned horse meat rations, along with canned vegetables and fruit that we found in the cellars of most of the farmhouses there.

“Existing under such conditions, coupled with our experiences in Normandy, Holland, and during the Bulge, we developed an intense hatred of anything and everything German. Thus, we blamed them for every discomfort, vowed to make each and everyone of them pay dearly for our plight and losses… they did! We were particularly unhappy about sending them, as prisoners, to our rear. We had to stay up there and resented anyone going back to shelter and warmth. So, we always cut their belts and, with our jump knives, cut the buttons off their pants, so they had to hold up their pants in order to keep them. It was humiliating for them, particularly the officers, but we took some of our frustrations out on them in that way.

“Whenever and wherever the terrain permitted, we were supported by several tanks assigned to the forward advancing companies. Both the tankers and we paratroopers had a mutual admiration for each other—the paratroop/tank combination was a terrific marriage! Besides, the tankers generally always had hot coffee, clinging to the hull of a tank certainly beat walking, and it was like having our own private artillery!

“I was forward with the advancing line company, following in the tracks of a tank just ahead, so that I didn’t have to worry about mines. Six troopers were riding on the tank as it came to a forest firebreak road clearing. A hidden German antitank gun, probably an 88mm, from the sound, fired at the tank. The shell hit the gun turret, blowing off the troopers, killing two and wounding the other four. The force of the blast blew them to the rear of the tank near me, where they lay as they fell. A second round then came screaming in, this time to ricochet off the front of the tank. The tank crew, not being aware of our wounded, and understandably wanting to get out of the line of fire, to save their tank and themselves, reversed the tank, and backed up over three of our wounded, crushing them to death, before we could alert them.

“We could only get their attention by pounding on the side of the tank with our rifle butts. I could then only sit down and bawl; whether out of frustration of being unable to help them, whether from the futility of the whole damn war, or whether from hatred of the Germans for causing it all.

“After advancing and clearing a huge snow-flocked forest, I spotted a hunting lookout tower (which deer and boar hunters [must] have used in the peaceful past). The tower was taller than the surrounding fir forest. So, being a forward observer, I climbed it for a look around. While up there, fog or low-hanging clouds suddenly lifted, so that I could then see rows and rows of ‘dragons teeth’ (antitank obstacles) extending as far as I could see, there in the fields on the side of this forest. It was only then that we were certain that we were in the middle of the Siegfried Line—Germany’s West Wall.”33

After marching three miles through deep snow that day, the 3rd Battalion, 508th, came out of the woods west of Lanzerath and immediately went into an attack. They took the town with slight opposition, catching the few Germans completely by surprise, who didn’t think anyone could move that far through the snow in one day.

On January 31, the 3rd Battalion, 508th, repulsed an early morning counterattack, then was relieved at Lanzerath by the 504th, which set up roadblocks on all roads around the town. After being relieved, the 3rd Battalion, 508th, moved northeast at 5:00 a.m., with the 2nd Battalion on their right. They took the high ground overlooking Losheim and Manderfeld with the loss of only one man wounded. The Germans had fallen back to the fortifications of the Siegfried Line to await the inevitable assault from the protection of pillboxes, with minefields, barbed wire, and tank obstacles in front of them.

The 508th remained in positions that it captured on January 31 until February 4. During that time Sergeant Zane Schlemmer and most of the men in the regiment were rotated back for a brief time. “One of my fondest memories was being pulled off the line for a rear twenty-four hour break. During the relief, we hiked to a road, where trucks took us back quite some distance to a farmhouse, which had a portable rubber shower station set up beside it. The rubber exterior was frost covered, but inside, it was warm and steamy! In the farm building, we undressed and separated our underwear and socks, which we had worn well over a month. In groups of twenty-five, we were given soap and five luxurious minutes under the hot showers. Then we were given clean underwear and two pairs each of clean socks… truly heavenly! No five minutes in my entire life gave me more pleasure! Then, clothed, we were ‘puffed’ with DDT. God knows how any bugs could have survived that cold, freezing weather… then it was back to the line.”34

The 325th screened the left flank while remaining in division reserve. The 505th passed through the 325th positions, with the 1st Battalion moving toward Losheimergraben and the 2nd Battalion aiming for a key road junction northwest of Losheimergraben.

At 5:30 a.m., the 2nd Battalion, 505th, began moving in column east along a road leading to the crossroads that was their objective. Lieutenant Joe Meyers, with Company D, had just returned from a trip to Paris ordered while the 505th had been in Theux. “Stop to think for a moment and contemplate moving from a frozen hell to Paris—to exchange a deep muddy foxhole, a crusty thin sleeping bag, and sub-freezing temperatures for a cozy warm room with lights and a soft bed with clean sheets and warm blankets. After weeks without a shower or a change of clothes, you can bathe anytime and don clean apparel. A new pair of highly polished jump boots replace your wet and muddy footwear. No urinating or defecating in a can, because you cannot leave your foxhole. It is unnecessary to dispose of your body waste by throwing it as far as possible from your hole. You simply flush the toilet. Hot meals replace cold rations. Death and grievous wounds take a temporary holiday. Most important, you are not constantly asking yourself, ‘Will I survive to see the dawn of another day or the sunset of this one?’ It would have been easy to make the transition from hell to Paris on a permanent basis, but a two week stint that includes a three-day pass rapidly draws to a close. Although I enjoyed Paris, I lived with the ever-present thought that soon I would return to the animal-like existence of a front-line infantryman.”35

Meyers had now returned to that “animal-like existence of a front-line infantryman.” In the freezing cold of the predawn hours of January 31, Meyers and Company D, 505th, moved out toward the crossroad northwest of Losheimergraben. “Three 105mm self-propelled howitzers joined D Company in lieu of tanks. The personnel manning these SPs were artillerymen, with no experience in tank-infantry operations. [Lieutenant John] Cobb’s 1st Platoon and the attached SPs led off. [Lieutenant Albert] Short’s 2nd Platoon followed and I brought up the rear with the mortars. The XO normally moved at the rear of the column, so O. B. Carr and I walked together. It was pitch black as we advanced along a dirt road flanked by natural forests.

“Approximately fifteen minutes after we crossed the line of departure, an explosion occurred near the head of the column and almost immediately a fire illuminated the area.”36

One of the men at the front of the column was Private Bill Slawson, a new replacement but a combat veteran, having served in the elite 1st Special Service Force that had been deactivated on December 5, due to casualties suffered in fighting in Italy and France. “We hadn’t gone very far when a sneaky Kraut tank up the road fired a round and hit the first [self-propelled gun] and it caught fire and lit up the whole woods. I jumped off the third [self-propelled gun]. The second [self-propelled gun] went past us after it turned around, like a bat out of hell. He missed us by inches, throwing snow all over and covering the boxes of machine gun ammo with snow.

“Captain [William C.] Martin, standing out in the middle of the road with his .45 in his hand, hollered, ‘Slawson, get that machine gun in action.’ We were probing in the snow for the machine gun ammo boxes. The Krauts were firing tracers at us from the woods. They were all around us. Finally, we located an ammo box, put the gun on a log, the tripod sunk in the snow. The cotton webbing belt was swollen with moisture and wouldn’t feed in the gun, so we cut off [a] foot of webbing and finally got it loaded.”37

The same self-propelled gun raced back through the Company D column but stopped up ahead of Lieutenant Meyers. “Our troops had taken cover in the woods to either side of the road, but except for an occasional burst from a German machine gun, there was no sign of serious enemy opposition. After working his way forward and conferring with Martin, O. B. returned and informed me the attack had bogged down. He instructed me to go up the left side of the road and kick some tail, while he moved up the right side of the road. As I worked my way forward, the reason for our lack of progress became clear. The troops were taking advantage of this opportunity to get some rest. I located a squad leader who informed me a rocket launcher team was attempting to get into position to fire on the German gun that knocked out our SP. There was sporadic firing and in a short time a messenger returned with the news the rocket launcher team had knocked out a Panther tank. The skirmish appeared to be over and I headed for the Panther.

“When I arrived, I found [James A.] ‘Baby’ Donlon, inside the tank attempting to start the vehicle. Donlon, a rocket launcher gunner, had fired a round at the tank and hit the vehicle’s armor-plated skirt. Apparently the crew thought the round had disabled the vehicle, and they bailed out of a perfectly good tank. In a few minutes, Donlon had the tank running, and he drove it up and down the road before disabling both the gun and the engine. It was about first light when we moved out.”38

At around 7:00 a.m., the 2nd Battalion ran into a strong enemy force near the crossroads, backed up by four self-propelled guns, which knocked out the lead tank that was moving with Company F. The 2nd Battalion deployed and the other tanks and self-propelled guns were brought up. They attacked the German force, overrunning it and taking the crossroads.

Meanwhile at 4:30 a.m., the 1st Battalion, 505th, moved toward Losheimergraben in a column of companies, with Company A leading. The tanks that were supposed to support the attack couldn’t negotiate the high railroad embankment, so the battalion proceeded without them. Shortly after daybreak, as Company A moved toward Losheimergraben, it ran into a company-sized force of Germans defending the town. Company A waited for Companies B and C to come up on its flanks, then the battalion swept through the town, killing about fifty and taking about fifty prisoners. It was all over before noon.

Having reached their objectives, the 505th was ordered to continue the advance to the northeast to be positioned for an attack the following day on the Siegfried Line. The 2nd Battalion advanced to the high ground opposite of the small hamlet of Neuhof, with the 1st Battalion moving on their right flank and tying in with the 508th on their right, while the 3rd Battalion moved up in reserve, prepared to assault the fortifications the next morning.

In the four days that the division had moved from northeast of St.-Vith to the Siegfried Line, they had killed approximately eleven hundred Germans and captured around three hundred more. They had destroyed or captured a number of tanks, half-tracks, and other vehicles, as well as artillery pieces and antitank guns. The division suffered light casualties due to the opposing German forces. It had suffered far more casualties to the weather and deep snow.

On February 1, the 517th Parachute Infantry Regiment was attached to the division and prepared to move into the division’s area of operations. The attack planned against the Siegfried Line was postponed until the following day. The 325th moved up and would attack and capture the small hamlets of Neuhof and Udenbreth, while the 505th would attack to the southeast, and the 504th would seize the Hertesrott Heights.

That afternoon, Captain James B. Helmer, the commanding officer of Company A, 325th, got his men into position opposite the Siegfried Line. “We settled our men down in the edge of a forest, which bordered a wide valley ahead of us. Along the other side of the valley was the edge of a forest that marked the German border. In the edge of that forest, every one hundred yards or so, was a large pillbox which was the famed Siegfried Line, which extended along the western border of Germany. This was supposedly an impregnable line of defense to protect Germany from its neighboring nations. These pillboxes were built of heavy concrete so thick that our heaviest artillery could not penetrate them. They were all interconnected by underground tunnels, and each pillbox was heavily armed with machine guns to apply intense fire to the front and the areas between the boxes. They were further supported with additional machine gun nests along the edge of the forest and by tanks.

“That night, February 1, our company commanders met with the colonel in his command post, a large tent hidden in the forest, and reviewed our positions by flashlight in maps of the area and got our attack orders for the next morning. Company A was to lead off at daybreak with B and C Companies on our flanks. We would be supported by a company of our own tanks, a platoon of antiaircraft weapons with .50-caliber machine guns, and a squad or platoon of 307th Engineers with heavy explosives.”39

The Siegfried Line had been carefully constructed to take advantage of everything the Germans had learned during the First World War about how to stop a frontal attack. They had constructed bombproof pillboxes, some disguised to look like ordinary houses and barns. Further, they had cleared both slopes of the valley of all cover, planted antitank and antipersonnel mines, constructed antitank ditches, concrete “dragon’s teeth” tank barriers, and barbed-wire obstacles.

Shortly before dark, a patrol from the company came up to the edge of the woods where Private First Class Raymon Hook, with Company C, 325th, was dug in. “Some of the German fortifications had been found empty, so to determine if the Siegfried Line was manned in this area, a limited probe patrol was made. The 3rd Platoon of Company C, under Lieutenant Harry Teras, moved out from the woods in attack formation. The Germans were there. They waited until the patrol was well out in the open. They let loose such a withering fire that many men were wounded and one killed [Private Anthony M. Starec]. There was no cover out there, only a few sparse and dry bushes without leaves. Some men got back to the woods, but others lay in the snow, not moving until darkness fell, and then they crawled back to the woods, if their wounds permitted. The able bodied of the 3rd Platoon went back out after dark to bring in the seriously wounded. One of the men wounded here was Clem Puetzer. Clem spent the rest of his life in a wheelchair as a result of these wounds.

“The regimental staff had gotten their answer! The Siegfried Line was indeed manned and fully alert to our presence.”40
  


CHAPTER 16

“THE CLOSEST TO HELL
ONE COULD GET WITHOUT
ENTERING THE GATES”1
 

At 4:30 a.m. on February 2, Companies A and B of the 325th moved out of the woods on the west side of the shallow, gently sloping valley and began crossing no-man’s-land between them and the German positions in the Siegfried Line on the far side. It was still dark, but a low-hanging broken fog hung over the valley as they moved through the snow. Their objective was the tiny village of Neuhof that lay just beyond the line of German pillboxes. A road that ran across the valley to Neuhof served as the boundary for the two assault companies, with Company A on the left, Company B on the right, and Company C in reserve remaining in the woods on the west side. Engineers from Company A, 307th Airborne Engineer Battalion, moved out just ahead of the rifle companies, looking for mines and carrying Bangalore torpedoes to blow holes in obstacles and blast rear doors off of the pillboxes.

On the left flank of this attack, Company E, 401st, assigned the objective of the little village of Udenbreth, just north of Neuhof, moved out of the woods and was immediately hit with machine gun fire, with tracers lighting the predawn darkness. The company had been so depleted by the fighting during the previous month and a half that Private First Class Robert J. Eschbaugh was now a squad leader with Company E. “The sergeant on my right was hit in the leg. We dragged him back into the woods and started again with machine gun fire coming in all directions.”2

Companies A and B followed just behind the engineers, moving through the darkness, as the moisture from fog condensed on their faces. Sergeant Harold Owens, an original member of Company A, was in command of the company mortar section. “There was an open slope all the way in front of the woods, with sort of a draw in between and then an uphill slope that goes into the town. We moved to the left over towards the road.”3
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Just as the two rifle companies approached the dragon’s teeth tank barriers, Sergeant Owens heard the low roar of American artillery coming from behind as “all at once the artillery barrage came in.”4

As he was advancing, Captain James Helmer, the commanding officer of Company A, could see the shells exploding in the village of Neuhof and the woods. “Of course, we alerted every German within twenty miles with a terrific barrage, which was only a waste of ammunition, because none of those shells could penetrate one of those pillboxes.”5

Sergeant Owens’ mortar section was struggling to carry their heavy loads in the deep snow. “All at once we started getting artillery fire. Of course, this snow was deep on this slope. We hit the ground and kept moving. One artillery shell went tumbling by me that was half a shell, that if it hit a man it would have blown him into pieces.”6

Helmer and his men kept moving up to the dragon’s teeth, despite the artillery fire. “We got about half way across the long valley leading to the pillboxes when we started receiving intense machine gun fire from the pillboxes, the trenches in between them, and particularly from the edge of the forest above and behind the pillboxes.”7

Seeing muzzle flashes from German machine guns firing from the forest above and behind the pillboxes, Helmer radioed Battery F, 80th AA Battalion for help in suppressing this deadly fire. “We were getting intense fire from their machine gun nests along the edge of the forest, in addition to their pillboxes. Our antiaircraft platoon with their .50-caliber machine guns began to return their fire, and before long these machine guns in the edge of the forest had pretty much been eliminated.”8

The first rays of light breaking in the eastern sky above revealed the enemy positions through the patches of fog. Private First Class Shirley Gossett, a platoon runner for Company A, got almost to the dragon’s teeth before the murderous machine gun fire forced him to hit the snow-covered ground and begin crawling. “As we advanced toward the village the many concrete emplacements and antitank ‘dragon’s teeth’ on the outskirts became visible. Our attack was guiding on a road that led into the village. The lead tank of a supporting company coming down this road was knocked out by antitank fire. We took many casualties as the Germans could see us plainly in the snow.”9

Sergeant Owens saw the other tanks in the platoon following the lead tank get hit. “The three tanks that came down the road were knocked out.”10

Tracers from German automatic weapons crisscrossed the open ground, making snapping and zipping noises as they passed by, accompanied by the low, growling, buzzing sound of flying shrapnel. Private First Class Clinton Riddle and every other man in Company B were on the ground crawling through the snow trying to avoid being struck. “We crawled and crawled most of the morning. Many of our men had been killed or wounded. They were being hit all around me.”11

From his position in the woods on the west side of the valley with Company C, Private First Class Leonard T. O’Brien couldn’t see what was happening in the valley below. “The sound of German machine guns seemed to be everywhere, probably amplified by the fog. The artillery was pounding away; this seemed to continue for hours with the same intensity. Men and tanks kept pouring down the road into the fog, and still the fighting did not seem to diminish or move farther away. What was happening up ahead?

“I saw Colonel Billingslea, regimental commander, go down into the fog. His runner was trotting behind to keep up with the colonel’s big strides. The runner suddenly pitched forward as if to stumble and fall. But he never got up.”12

Interlocking bands of machine gun fire in front of the dragon’s teeth pinned down Sergeant John Crawley’s Company A platoon. “I informed my CO by walkie-talkie radio of the situation. The order came that we must keep moving forward. I passed the word along to go ahead in short rushes. The machine guns from the bunkers were firing in short bursts. I jumped up and ran forward several yards, firing my Tommy gun. As I dived for the ground, one of their bullets hit my left hand holding my radio. It severed two fingers completely and cut tendons on two others. While Sergeant Joe Green used my medical kit to bandage my hand, I told my runner, [Private First Class Shirley] Gossett to get word to Sergeant [Louis E.] Mingione to take over the platoon. As he came forward, he was killed in action. Sergeant Ornbaldo took over as I started to the rear to find a medic or aid station. I felt weak from blood loss, but was afraid to sit down in the snow in case I would pass out and freeze.”13

Meanwhile, using these short rushes, Sergeant Crawley’s men were able to work their way close to two pillboxes positioned on either side of the road, just behind the dragon’s teeth. As he was crawling among the dragon’s teeth moving toward the pillboxes with most of the company, Captain Helmer saw Crawley’s troopers up ahead. “Then, through all this intense fire, a squad of our men accompanied by one of our engineers managed to work their way behind one of the pillboxes and with his heavy explosives blew in the door at the rear of the pillbox. Then our men moved into the pillbox and the underground tunnels. Most of the Germans, feeling trapped in their own pillboxes, surrendered.”14

Some of the surviving troopers from both Companies A and B moved into the village of Neuhof, while others went after other pillboxes as they continued receiving fire from both flanks, the buildings in the village, and the forest above. Taking so many casualties, there were not enough men to clean out the village, and they were in danger of being overrun if the Germans launched a counterattack. The tanks supporting the advance of the two rifle companies could only pass through the row of dragon’s teeth through a massive steel gate that barred the road and was covered by antitank guns, or by waiting for the engineers to blow a hole in the dragon’s teeth.

Company A platoon runner, Private First Class Gossett, had stayed up front with the infantry during the assault. “Sergeant Joe Green from the Weapons Platoon crawled over to where I was and told me to find Captain Helmer and tell him of the precarious position Company A was in. I moved back and found him at the edge of the village. There was so much noise from artillery, mortars, and small arms fire that we had to move into a nearby building to converse. Captain Helmer sent a runner to the Company A reserve platoon, led by Lieutenant William Williams, a tall Texan, and [the captain] called for artillery support. Williams and his platoon moved forward. I saw him ahead of me waving his arms and exhorting the men of Company A to move forward. I moved out into the deep snow and tried to keep pace. When I became so tired I could hardly move one foot ahead of the other, I stopped for a brief rest, right out in the open. Lieutenant Williams, seeing my plight, called me over to where he was in the shelter of a building. He then, in his slow, calm Texas drawl, inquired as to why I was making myself such a good target! A German soldier came by with his hands over his head, and with the same Texas drawl Williams ordered and pointed him toward the rear. As we moved further into the village it was apparent that Company A was too shot up and undermanned to continue.”15

On the left flank, Company E, 401st, made slow progress against tough resistance. Acting squad leader Private First Class Robert Eschbaugh kept crawling forward under the machine gun fire, making it to the dragon’s teeth. “We got through the dragon’s teeth, and the tanks came up behind us with bullets bouncing off them; they didn’t help much. Sergeant [Russell J.] Richardson, our platoon sergeant, had to yell at me a lot that day.

“We finally made it to the first house on the left; the town was Udenbreth, Germany. I went around to the back of the house; Private [Harry] Davis went to the front. I got pinned down by a pillbox machine gun; I was close enough they could not get their gun depressed down far enough to get me.

“A tank pulled up behind me and hollered, ‘Lie still,’ they’d take care of them. They laid three rounds at the slot in the pillbox and told me to get out of there. I was pretty much shaken up by their blast, but I took off to the right. I didn’t get far until they were firing again.

“About that time, Davis and I discovered a smokestack coming out of the ground. We didn’t understand this, for we did not know the pillboxes were built underground. I decided to see what a hand grenade would do. I pulled the pin and dropped it down the pipe. In a little while, a bunch of Germans came out off to the right. We started on across open ground and toward some houses. Tanks were drawing lots of 88 fire and getting knocked out.

“We went on a little distance and our CO, a lieutenant, told us to hold up and await orders. I was in a house with some of my men on the right, and the lieutenant was across the street. I was in a squatting position at a doorway when the lieutenant started to tell me what to do. About that time, I saw stars—someone yelled for a medic. I started to get up and then realized that I was the one that was wounded. A piece of those 88 shells came from a tree burst. Both of my arms and legs had wounds.

“The medic gave me a shot of morphine and laid me on some hay. Private Davis asked for my Tommy gun and took over. I lay there awhile and the 88s and small arms fire seemed to be both in front and behind me. The medic had told me that a stretcher crew would pick me up later.

“I wasn’t too sure footed, but I started back. Lots of 88s and mortars coming in—some lieutenant told me to get down. I told him that if I did I probably would not get up again. I didn’t have much pain, for the morphine was working. I had to hold my right arm with my left to keep it from flopping around.

“I made it back to where we had started that morning, and stretcher bearers took me to the aid station. A doctor worked on me some and strapped me to a stretcher. I was put on the back of a jeep, and off we went to hospital. My right arm was amputated above the elbow.”16

Late that morning, Company C, the 1st Battalion, 325th reserve, was committed to assist in taking the remainder of Neuhof. Private First Class Leonard O’Brien and his squad started down the road leading to Neuhof. “The fog began to lift and revealed an awesome sight.

“The forest ended abruptly. There was open ground ahead. The road went down not very steeply for a half mile, then up into a village on high ground. In the shallow valley between us and the village a row of dragon’s teeth faced us and behind them two pillboxes mushroomed out of the ground. Each was about one hundred yards off the road. Other pillboxes could be seen in various places.

“The road was being covered by at least two Jerry machine guns. The road was strewn with bodies of both Americans and Germans in all manner of dismemberment. Some had been run over by tanks. I could see at least five American tanks burning, which was a pretty sickening sight. How we ever got down that road without someone getting hit, I’ll never know. We met Colonel Billingslea at the crossroads, and he told us to occupy the pillboxes we had just passed and not let the Krauts get back in. We went to the left hand one first and found the crater outside the bunker [occupied by] GIs from A and B Companies. The six of us had just stepped inside the bunker when a shell landed in the crater. What a mess—some killed outright, some dying, and the rest with varying degrees of wounds. We carried the wounded down into the bunker and put them on the bunks, which were arranged in tiers like on a troop ship. We had the place nearly full of moaning, screaming, cursing men. [Private George] Bowen was a very capable first aid man, administering morphine.

“When we got them quieted down, Bowen and the other two stayed to look after the wounded and guard the pillbox while [Private First Class Steve W.] Suslee, [Private First Class Lou] Bock, and I went to occupy the other pillbox across the road. We thought it had already been cleaned out, and so as ‘fools rush in,’ so did we, to find about thirteen Germans inside. They were ready to quit, so we marched them outside. We had them lined up. Bock and Suslee were covering them, while I searched them for weapons. Bock was standing at the door to the stairway leading to the underground bunkers. Suddenly, an artillery barrage came in, landing very close. The prisoners began to panic and rush toward Lou and the protection of the bunker. Lou shouted at them to stop, but they were too frightened. Lou fired point-blank at the first man. The bullet passed through his stomach and through the leg of the man behind him. We took the other prisoners away, but left this one, because he was too far gone. He was whimpering softly when we left. We came back an hour later and he was dead.”17

As Private First Class Raymon Hook, with Company C, moved toward Neuhof, he could see the fighting in the village up ahead. “Taking heavy shelling, tank fire, automatic weapons and antitank fire, it seemed that possession of the town was in doubt.”18

Hook looked back from his position near Neuhof and saw an unforgettable sight. “I saw Colonel Billingslea, our regimental commander, go down the road [toward Neuhof] and a little later, General Gavin came through. Billingslea went down to take personal, direct command. He walked erect and strode purposefully ahead, taking no evasive action. He seemed a fearless individual. General Gavin did the same! I have the greatest admiration for the bravery of each of these two men and for the example they set for the troops.

“When we, as the reserve, moved up into the town at last, there was still much fighting. On our way down the same road the general and Colonel Billingslea had traversed, I saw many casualties. One was a lieutenant who had been hit directly on the lieutenant’s bar on the front of his helmet. A shocking sight, as was the high number of dead along this road.”19

Early that afternoon, the Germans mounted fierce counterattacks on both villages with large numbers of infantry supported by armored vehicles. Private First Class Clinton Riddle, with Company B, could hear, then see the German armor approaching as the battle intensified. “The Germans counterattacked at 13:30, trying to enter Neuhof with two self-propelled guns, an armored car, and infantry. They regrouped for a second attack with more troops and a tank.”20

Corporal Lloyd Click and the forward observer team from the 320th GFA Battalion had moved up into the village of Neuhof behind the 1st Battalion infantry. “The Germans began a ferocious counterattack. Four Tiger tanks, Germany’s and the world’s largest tank, pulled up and began shooting at us.

“Our tanks had already pulled back to rearm and refuel. Colonel Billingslea, commanding officer of the 325th Glider Infantry Regiment, and the tank commander came up to assess the situation.

“After looking at the Tiger tanks, I heard the tank commander say to Colonel Billingslea, ‘I can shoot at them, but I can’t knock them out.’

“All that Colonel Billingslea said was, ‘Shoot at them.’

“Only two tanks out of four finally got in position. We took refuge in a house that one of our tanks was using as a screen. Lieutenant Schroeder walked to a door and just as he opened it, a shell hit just outside. With the injury of Lieutenant Schroeder, the forward observer party was decimated. The enemy had mounted an all-out counterattack.

“Lieutenant [Bill] Williams and other officers could see that maybe a concentration of artillery fire on the enemy tanks might drive them off. Our own artillery officer was not able to direct that barrage. That left two of us enlisted artillerymen to get the job done. After reporting to Sergeant Roquemore our casualties, an infantry officer and I went up nearer the enemy tanks where we could get a good view of them. By radio, I called for our artillery batteries to fire a few rounds on a prearranged coordinate. After a couple of tries I had the shells falling on the enemy. It was then time to call for ‘fire for effect.’ Our batteries responded, and the concentration of artillery forced the enemy tanks and infantry to halt their counterattack.”21

As the artillery barrage was beginning to land among the German armor, Major Richard Gerard, the 1st Battalion CO, requested support from Colonel Billingslea, who already had directed the 2nd Battalion, 325th, to come across the valley and attack through the 1st Battalion, to capture the village. Immediately after the artillery barrage by the 320th GFA Battalion, Private First Class Riddle, with Company B, could hear the 2nd Battalion coming up behind them, attacking toward the German infantry that had occupied a couple of the village buildings. “The 1st Battalion was being driven out of Neuhof when the reserve was called up, plus the tanks that had been attached and were standing by.”22

As his battalion came through the crossroads and was making the assault on the village, Lieutenant Colonel Edwin Ostberg, the commanding officer of the 2nd Battalion, climbed up on one of the Sherman tanks at the crossroads and began firing the .50-caliber machine gun to cover the attack. A few moments later, a round from a German tank decapitated Ostberg.

The 2nd Battalion assisted the 1st Battalion, 325th, and the 2nd Battalion, 401st, in taking both Neuhof and Udenbreth, even though small groups of Germans remained to be mopped up. The 1st Battalion, 325th, was then withdrawn to the crossroads to act as a reserve for counterattacks against both villages.

The Company A commander, Captain Helmer, was at the crossroads where the road split, with the left fork leading to Udenbreth, when he saw a group of men coming toward him. “It was a half dozen German prisoners being herded along by [Lieutenant] Bill Williams. He had a blood-soaked rag covering his right hand and forearm and every few steps was firing his pistol with his left hand to remind the Jerries to keep moving.

“I believe it was only moments later that Colonel Billingslea came up behind me. He was leading another large group of reinforcements. It was not long after that when the pillbox firing dropped off to nothing and the Germans began to come out waving white flags.”23

Private First Class Clinton Riddle, with Company B, watched the Germans file out of some of the pillboxes with their hands over their heads. “When the Germans surrendered, they came out of the bunkers beside the road with their dress uniforms on. You felt like gunning them down on the spot.”24

Lieutenant Walter G. Frauenheim had joined Company F, 325th, only two days before from Headquarters Company, 2nd Battalion. Captain Junior Woodruff was the only officer in the company when Frauenheim arrived. The previous morning, Woodruff was ordered to report to the division CP, where he was ordered to the United States for a stateside assignment. Woodruff had been one of the outstanding warriors of the division. This left Frauenheim the company commander and the only officer in Company F, leading men he didn’t know into some of the toughest combat the 325th would encounter during World War II.

Frauenheim and his men started out leading the 2nd Battalion advance out the edge of the woods on the west side of the valley. “As I recall, the company strength was thirty-two as a result of Baraque-de-Fraiture. After we were committed and moving down the road to Udenbreth, I was ordered to hold up and let other units pass through. That bothered me because the foot soldiers and five tanks with us were sticking out like ducks in a shooting gallery.

“Later I saw General Gavin coming back up the road from the town. I jumped out of the ditch next to the road and told him we needed to get off the hill, where we were so exposed, and into the town, where we could be more effective. He looked at me and went back down the road in the direction of a road junction where a house was on fire. Later, he came back up the road laughing at something he had seen or heard, followed by his aide. Mortars had landed behind them shortly after they started back up the road and they were naturally moving rapidly.

“The general spotted me in the ditch and I rather reluctantly, to say the least, got my posterior out of that ditch and met him. He said, ‘Son, it’s too hot up there for you right now. What’s your name?’ I told him and as he departed he said, ‘Good luck, son,’ in a rather serious tone. Things got better, but at that time things didn’t look very promising. I gave the general’s words some serious thought.”25

Medic Edwin “Tad” Lainhart stayed with the 2nd Battalion, 325th, as it advanced down the road, in spite of his urge to stop and help those from the 1st Battalion who had already been hit. “I saw 325 Glider Infantry casualties so thick you had to go around or walk on them. Automatic weapons fire from the concrete pillboxes and artillery barrages had cut them down.

“Big stuff was coming in and a lot of our men were hit because they were slow in getting down and taking any cover they could find. If it was going to hit near or in front of me, I jumped behind one of those concrete dragon’s teeth or into a ditch. If it was going behind me, I kept moving forward.”26

Private First Class Robert Hunt, with Company B, had been introduced to combat less than a week earlier. “I just followed [Sergeant Bill] Derenger and did what he did. We both came through the Kraut counterattack. This is when he told me that I wasn’t a greenhorn any longer, but a combat veteran.”27

After the counterattacks were thrown back, Captain Helmer got the remnants of Company A reorganized and ready for another counterattack. “When we moved out of our forest that morning to begin the attack, Company A had a total of one hundred one officers and men. When we finally regrouped, late that day in Neuhof, we had thirty-three men left. The others were all wounded or killed in action.

“I cannot conceive of any type of warfare being anymore severe than our attack that day on the Siegfried Line. I have always considered any soldier in that attack a hero. Each man was doing everything he was trained to do, regardless of his personal danger.”28

On the right flank of the 325th attack, the 504th moved southeast to capture the Hertesrott Heights south of Neuhof. The 1st and 2nd Battalions crossed the line of departure at dawn, moving into the thick woods of the Forst Gerolstein. As Private First Class Ed Bayley, with Company A, moved down a road toward the forest, an open-cab bulldozer plowed the snow in the road in front of him. “In front of the dozer, soldiers would take turns walking ahead with a mine detector. When a soldier got tired walking in the deep snow, another would take his place. We proceeded slowly down the road in a gentle downhill direction. There was fighting taking place elsewhere, but nothing in our immediate area.”29

The 504th troopers spread out upon entering the forest, where they encountered extremely well-camouflaged pillboxes and log-topped bunkers. The German machine gun fire was deadly; the German gunners were letting the troopers come close to their emplacements before opening fire. However, the troopers used the Panzerfausts they had previously captured and had received training on their use, to eliminate these positions. They would fire the Panzerfausts with their large shaped-charge warheads at the slits or the rear doors of the pillboxes, usually resulting in a quick exit by the defenders, or would fire them at the log-covered bunkers, which usually resulted in their total destruction, including the defenders.

When the Panzerfausts were exhausted or not available, troopers such as T/5 Gilbert E. Dodd, with Company C, used a more familiar technique: “The best way to take care of a bunker was to get to the rear and drop a grenade (fragmentation or smoke) into the vent shaft.”30

Throughout the morning, Private First Class Bayley and Company A had moved down a narrow road through the forest without encountering any resistance. “After several hours we saw German prisoners walking back parallel to our advance. That indicated that someone else was operating ahead [of] us, but having gone by a different route. Finally, we arrived at a clear area, through which a shallow and narrow river flowed. We were told to stay in the path through this area, because of the probability of mines. We had no problem crossing the river. Our feet didn’t get wet as we stepped over the rocks. As we crossed the area, we could see a three-story reinforced concrete pillbox. It was empty. There were zigzag trenches on the sides of the pillbox. They were empty. We didn’t know whether those ahead of us had taken the pillbox, or if it was not manned. We did not see soldiers from any other outfit.

“We were told to spread out in lines and to climb a steep hill. The hill was covered in icy snow, and we had to climb almost hand by hand, grabbing small trees. At the top of the hill there were countless log-covered gun emplacements that were high enough to use guns from, but with tops just above the ground level, so that they might be hard to see and to attack. They were empty.

“In a few minutes, we met in the heavy woods a large group of Germans who were apparently heading for these emplacements. We sensed that the enemy was close by and got ready to attack. I test fired my brand new BAR that I had picked up a few days ago, and it would not work. Nothing is scarier than facing imminent combat with a useless weapon. It was just about unbelievable; when I looked to my left, I found an old-issue BAR resting against a tree. Somebody must have been there some time before us and left the gun. Happily the gun worked well when test fired.

“We met the Germans head on. A very intense and heavy firefight started. On both sides many soldiers were getting hit, as this was practically a hand-to-hand battle. I could see tracer bullets as they passed close to me. Finally, I got hit by a bullet, which made a long and deep wound in the left shoulder. About three paratroopers fired at the soldier who had shot me and killed him. I could not continue to fire my BAR, so I propped it against a tree and went looking for help.”31

By the end of the day, the 1st Battalion was occupying the high ground up to the Lewart River on the southeast flank of the 504th. To their left, the 2nd Battalion experienced much the same as the 1st Battalion.

That afternoon, the 3rd Battalion, 504th, used the ground gained by the 325th to move from Neuhof south perpendicular to the defenses to roll up the flank of the defenders. The battalion encountered extensive minefields, but fortunately the snow and cold rendered most of those inoperable. Lieutenant Ed Sims, the executive officer of Company H, found the going a little tougher moving through their less heavily wooded sector. “Our attempts to seize these bunkers became difficult. Those inside would, initially, not surrender and would call for their own artillery fire on their bunker while we were outside, trying to get in. We used rocket launchers and Composition C to blast our way through the heavy steel doors that were below ground level. Once we were inside, the occupants surrendered. Fortunately for us, the fortifications in the Siegfried Line were not fully manned.”32

The 3rd Battalion pushed south until it linked up with the 2nd Battalion. Then together, they took possession of the high ground east of the Wilsam River.

Casualties were light during the 504th attack, although trenchfoot and frostbite continued to take a toll among the troopers. Getting ammunition, water, food, and medical supplies up to the rifle companies was difficult because of the heavily wooded landscape and steep hills. Even the Weasel had difficulty negotiating this terrain. The 307th Engineers and Service Company performed yeoman work in moving badly needed supplies up to the rifle companies.

The 1st and 3rd Battalions of the 505th jumped off on the right flank of the 504th and advanced southeast as much as four thousand yards against very light opposition, reaching the ground in front of the Siegfried Line defenses. Only on the left flank, where Company G was moving, did the regiment encounter the Siegfried Line defenses. Sergeant Bill Blank, with Company G, had served with the company since the Frying Pan. “We moved into the forest to attack the Siegfried Line. The German resistance was constant and often at close contact. We came to this clearing in the forest and we began to receive some fire from the other side. The hillside on the opposite side of the clearing was lined with pillboxes, and through the center of the clearing was a small stream and barbed wire. We were ordered to advance across this clearing to attack the pillboxes. The creek was about chest deep and the barbed wire slowed the crossing and made us perfect targets. We lost one man at the creek. In the immediate area where we crossed, there were two pillboxes. We could not hear any sounds from the boxes, so three of our men led by [Technical Sergeant Joseph W.] Krompasky attempted to enter the pillbox. They were immediately fired upon by a machine pistol, which killed Krompasky and wounded the other two. I crawled up on top of the pillbox where there was a chimney and dropped a Gammon grenade down the chimney. My grenade killed one and forced the surrender of fourteen. They had captured three 82nd men, who were held prisoner in the pillbox, [whom] we recovered. At approximately the same time, [William A.] MacDonald attempted to enter the other pillbox and was shot in the head by a machine pistol. He was seriously injured, but was still alive.”33

In his area, G Company trooper Technical Sergeant Chris Christensen took what was left of his platoon and attacked the pillboxes across the clearing. “These pillboxes we found to be heavily manned and had fire lanes cut where one pillbox supported the next. Before the day was out, our company was credited with knocking out four or five of these. This was not done without paying a price, as we were now down to one-third strength. At this time you could see the German soldier was putting up a much weaker resistance than he had just a few weeks prior. There was no reason he should have surrendered even the first pillbox. There, we took about fifty prisoners who were well protected and armed. At this time we were under strength and out of ammo. I had one clip left—eight rounds. The heaviest thing we were carrying was the bazooka and this wouldn’t even chip the paint. This was not the German soldier we had been fighting since we landed in Sicily back in July ’43. For the most part, we found him to be a tough opponent.”34

After dark, Sergeant Blank took his men forward, beyond the pillboxes, to dig in for the night. “I was instructed to take a patrol to contact H Company and let them know where our position would be. I was cautioned by the battalion commander to be careful because the area was full of mines. This was amusing because it was dark and the snow was deep. That night we dug in and attempted to stay warm, even though we had been soaked from wading the creek. The next day, February 3, 1945, we were told we were being relieved. As we started marching single file down through the forest to cut down on our chances of stepping on mines, I was unlucky enough to step on one. The medic was just behind me and was knocked down. He started working on me immediately, and Chris Perry, our company medic, came back to where I was and took over my case. I was carried by litter until put on a Weasel and taken to a road, where I was transferred to a jeep, which took me to an aid station. I was unconscious during much of the time and do not recall how far or how long was required to transport me to the field hospital in Spa, Belgium. There, my left leg was amputated below the knee.”35

On the morning of February 3, the Germans mounted strong, but desperate counterattacks to recapture the portions of the Siegfried Line captured the previous day. They were all repulsed with heavy casualties inflicted on the German infantry. The 505th continued to penetrate the Siegfried Line as the regiment advanced southeast, attacking the defense line, which ran north and south, at an oblique angle. The 505th was relieved later that day and trucked to Vielsalm, where it and the other units in its regimental combat team prepared for another combat mission, even though the regiment was at about one-third strength.

That morning was foggy and overcast as Private Bill Bonning, with Company B, 504th, was on patrol with four other men. Bonning had been a staff sergeant who had joined B Company right after Cheneux, but because there were more noncoms than enlisted men, he was asked to take a reduction in rank. Bonning was carrying a BAR and a new replacement, Private John W. McLaughlin, whom he didn’t know, was up ahead carrying another BAR. Bonning was unable to see McLaughlin in the thick fog. “We were moving slowly, and [Frank] Amendola was behind me. On the snow was [an empty BAR] magazine, and then you would hear a burst of fire from a BAR, you would recognize it right away. We’d be moving slowly, and there would be another magazine. I said, ‘Man, this is a good BAR man.’

“And then I saw an image ahead of me… moving forward… moving forward, and holy mackerel here’s the BAR man. He’s partially kneeling and partially standing, and he’s got a bullet right through the helmet, right in his forehead, killed instantly.”36

From February 4–6, the remainder of the 82nd Airborne Division was relieved in place by the 99th Infantry Division and trucked to the Vielsalm area, which was practically leveled after the fighting of the previous month and a half. On February 6, the 505th RCT, now designated Task Force “A” under the command of Colonel Ira P. Swift, the assistant division commander, was trucked thirty miles north to the vicinity of the German towns of Vossenack and Hürtgen, about twenty miles south of Aachen, Germany. The task force relieved elements of the 8th Infantry Division the following evening. Technical Sergeant Chris Christensen, with Company G, 505th, a veteran of Italy, Normandy, Holland, and the Bulge, was leading a platoon of mostly young replacements. “The move was painfully slow and we did not arrive at our destination until late afternoon. After unloading, we started down the trail into the forest. We had only gone a short distance when we got the order to halt and dig in. As usual, we set up a defense for the night and I started checking to make sure this was being done. All this was taking time and when I finally got dug in it was dark. After I finished, I lay down in this shallow trench and stretched out. I could not have been in there but a few moments before I caught a whiff of this horrible odor. There was no mistaking this smell. I had dug in on a decaying corpse. Needless to say, I was the one to vacate the hole. The rest of this sleepless night I spent sitting on the ground leaning against a tree.”37

The 82nd Airborne Division was about to enter the Hürtgen Forest—the meat grinder that had chewed up so many US Army divisions during the previous fall. By this time virtually the entire area was one of almost complete devastation, reminiscent of the battlefields of the First World War. The towns were ruins, the trees were stumps, and the ground was churned up with countless craters from the terrific number of artillery and mortar rounds fired by both sides during the earlier fighting.

The remainder of the division moved by truck to the area on February 8. That same day the 505th jumped off from positions southeast of Vossenack. The regiment advanced twenty-five hundred yards to the southeast to the town of Kommerscheidt against almost no opposition, except for sporadic artillery firing from the east side of the Roer River and minefields, which caused a few casualties. This movement took the 505th through the Kall River valley, named “Death Valley” by GIs that had fought there earlier. It was the scene of the destruction of most of the 112th Infantry Regiment, 28th Infantry Division, the previous November.

It was an unforgettable experience for Christensen, who had seen just about everything during his time with Company G, 505th. “As soon as it got light the next morning we moved out. Most of the snow had melted and we were now plowing through a muddy mess. We were entering an area where some terrific fighting had taken place. The first indication of this was when we noticed the shell holes, plus the havoc the artillery had done to the trees. These in places looked as if someone had taken a giant scythe and mowed them down.

“Proceeding farther down the trail, things got progressively worse. The trees here had been destroyed with a vengeance. Most had been blown to ribbons. Also, scattered among this debris were countless bodies or parts of [bodies]. By their shoulder patch, ‘The Red Keystone,’ you knew they were the remnants of the 28th Infantry Division. The sickening part was they had lain there all winter covered in a blanket of snow. Just a short distance farther in, we came to what had been an aid station. Hundreds of bodies stacked like cordwood along with heaps of amputated arms and legs. Many of the bodies were still lying on litters. These were probably being attended to when Jerry unleashed this massive barrage wiping out this aid station. By the amount of shell holes and destruction centered in this one area, this was no accident. Jerry must have had direct observation. Some of these bodies were just beginning to appear through the melting snow, and a more gruesome sight you wouldn’t believe.

“On the trail until now, we had been enclosed in the forest on both sides. All at once we approached a break in the trees on the left side. Here we had a good view of the valley floor below, which was loaded with wrecks of burned out US tanks. I would say there were well over a hundred in this small area. I couldn’t say a tank battle had taken place there, as I did not see one destroyed Kraut tank. The Krauts were probably sitting back with their 88s and artillery, and annihilated them. Just about all of these tanks had burned, so it would be safe to assume the charred bodies of the crews were still inside.”38

As Lieutenant Joe Meyers, with Company D, 505th, moved down the trail with his company, the sights that they witnessed made many of the troopers physically ill. “There was a considerable amount of retching and vomiting going on in [Lieutenant John] Cobb’s platoon.”39

The following day, February 9, the division began an attack at 10:30 a.m., in conjunction with the 78th Infantry Division on the left, which had the objective of capturing the huge Schwammenauel Dam, which controlled water flow of the Roer River. River crossings north of this point on the Cologne Plain could not take place until the dam was captured, because water released from the dam could flood the plains to the north. The objective of the 82nd Airborne Division was to reach the western shore of the Roer River, where an assault river crossing upstream from the dam would take place.

The 505th moved out toward the Roer River against only occasional artillery fire meant to harass their movement. Upon reaching the town of Schmidt, Sergeant Christensen found another scene of unbelievable devastation, almost as appalling as the previous day. “What I really saw was just a pile of rubble. The town had been flattened. Here a terrific battle must have taken place. There were bodies strewn everywhere. Some of these, tanks had run over and flattened.

“Charred bodies were hanging out of turrets where the crews had tried to bail out of these burning hulls. You could see an arm or leg lying around, but no body [that] it had been attached to. Had some wild animal been dragging this off to feast on later? You shook your head and wondered, ‘Is this Armageddon? Has the civilized world gone mad?’

“What I had witnessed in the Hürtgen would leave a lasting impression. This place must have been the closest to hell one could get without entering the gates.”40

On the left flank, the 2nd Battalion, 508th, moved out from Bergstein, attacking east fourteen hundred yards through extensive minefields, with German artillery firing from across the river and from high ground to the south. The battalion was held up and ordered to dig in, while the 505th awaited ammunition in order to continue its assault and knock out a German artillery piece firing on the 2nd Battalion, 508th, from the high ground to their south.

The division attacked at 2:00 a.m. on the morning of the 10th of February to take the high ground up to the west bank of the Roer. The 1st Battalion, 508th, had as its objective Hill 400. This piece of high ground had been fought over and had changed hands many times during the past three months. Company C led the assault up the hill, but ran into heavy enemy machine gun fire, which was somewhat inaccurate due to the darkness, but it held them up, nevertheless. They attempted to call in artillery, but couldn’t register it accurately, also because of the darkness. The 1st Battalion then deployed Companies A and B on the right flank to envelop the hill from the south. As T/5 William Windom moved around the base of the hill in the Company B column, he heard an explosion. “[Private First Class Joseph G.] Joe Wise, ten yards in front of me, stepped on the first Schu [mine], jumped, hit another, fell, and rolled screaming into more. There was silence, we waited, and at dawn we found we’d been marched through an American minefield as well.

“I found Lieutenant Jones, a new replacement of two days, a West Pointer, with an enlisted man on flank duty, both missing a foot. I got the medics.”41

The Germans pulled out before dawn, and the 1st Battalion was on Hill 400 before 9:00 a.m. The 2nd Battalion moved through enemy minefields, but otherwise there was no opposition, and they occupied the ridge to the south of Hill 400 before dawn.

The 505th had received information from patrols the previous night that there was no enemy to its front and moved out to take the high ground west of the river before first light. The 78th Infantry Division was able to secure the massive Schwammenauel Dam, although the Germans had disabled the floodgate valves, causing a steady flow of water to flow north, inundating the Cologne Plain.

Outpost lines were established along the low ground on the west bank to prevent enemy infiltration across the river. The outposts were relieved during darkness every night. The division remained in these positions, with individual units being rotated to allow men to get a hot meal and clean up. On February 15, the 1st Battalion, 325th, moved to a forward assembly area and began practicing along the fast flowing Kall River with tethered boats for an assault crossing of the Roer River. This crossing would be followed by an attack up a 300-foot slope that the Germans had fully prepared for defense, with bunkers, minefields, trenches, and artillery that had pre-registered coordinates for supporting fires.
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On the night of February 17, a patrol crossed the Roer River and returned having encountered no opposition. As the 325th prepared for the river crossing, they received their best news in months: it was cancelled.

On February 18, the division was notified that it was being relieved by the 9th Infantry Division, which did so over the next three days. Except for organic transportation units, the division was put on trains and moved mostly in 40 and 8 boxcars, first to Aachen and then to its base camps in the Rheims, France area. The Sissone and Suippes base camps had been taken over by hospitals, and the 325th, 505th, and 508th were billeted in tents around the main posts, while the 504th was moved to accommodations at nearby Laon.

The skeleton force that was the 82nd Airborne Division arrived in France in terrible need of rest, new equipment, and replacements. When Sergeant Paul Nunan returned from a thirty day furlough to the United States, he found the Company D, 505th tents. “I walked around the company area for ten or fifteen minutes before I saw anybody I knew.”42

The officers and men were given passes and a few days to rest, while replacements were brought in, many directly from the United States, where they had just graduated from jump school. Other replacements came from the disbanded 2nd Battalion, 509th Parachute Infantry, and 551st Parachute Infantry Battalion. These veterans were divided among the units, further embittering these fine combat veterans, who retained loyalties with their former units.

Men and officers wounded in Holland and Belgium and those fortunate enough to have been in the Unites States on thirty-day furloughs when the division was fighting in Belgium and Germany returned to the division and helped bring unit cohesion back to their respective outfits.

However, the personnel makeup of most of the rifle companies was almost unrecognizable from those who had jumped in Holland less than six months earlier. Most companies had new officers; many had enlisted men who were now non-coms, having assumed those responsibilities during the fighting of the last two months. Over the next several weeks, numerous promotions and changes in command took place. One example of this was the replacement of Lieutenant Colonel Krause, the 505th executive officer, who was rotated home. Major Talton Long succeeded him as executive officer, while Captain James T. Maness was promoted to major and took over command of the 1st Battalion, 505th.

Parades and reviews were held, where the decorations for individual and unit valor were awarded. General Gavin spoke to the assembled division and told them that they would be getting in on the fighting to finish the war in Europe.

The division began more training, working to rebuild teamwork in the units decimated in the earlier fighting. The veterans were tired of the repetitious training they knew by heart. But the young replacements had to learn the tricks and techniques that would not only keep them alive, but would help insure the success of the unit in combat.

Rumors swirled that the division would jump across the Rhine River to open the way into the heart of Germany and that the division would jump into Berlin to grab it before the Russians. The first rumor was dispelled on March 7, when the First Army seized the Remagen Bridge over the Rhine River.

During the next month there were several alerts for possible missions, and a couple of practice jumps were held. On March 14, the 1st and 2nd Battalions of the 508th made a practice jump to maintain their jump status. A tragic accident occurred that morning when the 1st Battalion jumped. As the troopers began jumping, one of the C-47s in the rear of the serial lost a propeller and began to lose altitude, flying down through the helpless paratroopers, catching the chutes of some of the troopers on its wings and tail. It crashed, bursting into flames upon impact. Seven paratroopers were killed, along with four members of the plane’s crew.

When Private First Class Lane Lewis, with Company G, heard about this disaster, he couldn’t help but be nervous when his battalion jumped the following day. “Everyone in our battalion had heard about what had happened yesterday. As I jumped out, I looked back at the planes that were in the rear of the formation. I was not anxious to have a repeat performance from yesterday’s jump. We all made it to the ground safely. It was so very sad, that this close to the end of the war, eleven men lost their lives to an accident.”43 It was particularly haunting for those who had made it through all of the combat and had to wonder if they might too die in a training accident.

On the morning of March 24, Private First Class Lewis looked up when he heard the sound of hundreds of planes. “A large formation of C-47s towing gliders was seen as they flew overhead. We wondered where they were headed. We later learned that [the 17th Airborne Division was] making a combat jump into Germany to secure a bridgehead over the Rhine River [Operation Varsity]. This river was the last major barrier to the interior of Germany. We were only too happy not to be going along. The war against Germany was coming to a close. The Russians were advancing to the city of Berlin. The British had crossed the Rhine River.”44

The second rumor of a combat jump into Berlin was put to rest when, on April 2, the division was loaded on 40 and 8 boxcars once again for a combat operation somewhere in Germany. On March 30, General Gavin had been called to XVIII Airborne Corps headquarters where he received orders to move the division to a location southwest of Bonn, Germany. The following day the division was attached to the Fifteenth US Army and ordered to patrol the west bank of the Rhine River, across from a huge pocket of trapped German forces in the Ruhr industrial area.

However, the division would make the trip without the 508th Parachute Infantry Regiment, which was detached when division strength was reduced to the TO&E (Table of Organization and Equipment) level, which only authorized one glider regiment (the 325th) and two parachute regiments (the 504th and 505th). The 508th, as an attached regiment, had been a valuable asset of the 82nd Airborne Division, and they were missed. After everything the regiment had done as part of the division, the troopers of the 508th considered themselves to be an integral part of the 82nd and hated ending their association with the All Americans.

The 508th was detached for a potential special mission. On April 4, Private First Class Lewis boarded a truck that was part of a convoy that trucked the 508th to airfields near Chartres, southwest of Paris. “We were prepared to jump on as little as forty-eight hours’ notice to liberate any prisoner of war camps, should the Germans resort to atrocities.”45

On the evening of April 2, the trains carrying the division began unloading at a single rail siding at Stolberg, Germany. It took all of the following day for the division to fully debark from the trains, but this was completed shortly before midnight on April 3–4.
  


CHAPTER 17

“REFUGEES FROM THE LAW
OF AVERAGES”1
 

On April 3, 82nd Airborne Division headquarters issued Field Order Number 19 detailing the relief of the US 86th Infantry Division from the town of Worringen, eight miles north of Cologne, extending south through Cologne, then thirteen miles south to Grau-Rheindorf. The total frontage was about thirty-two miles. The relief began that evening and was completed by 8:30 a.m. the next morning. The 504th sector extended north from Cologne, while the 325th occupied Cologne, and the 505th sector spanned from just south of Cologne to just north of Bonn.

The units established positions in factories, homes, and commercial buildings along the riverfront of the Rhine, and set up listening posts along the river that were manned during darkness. Any movement seen by the Germans resulted in artillery, mortar, and 20mm antiaircraft fire from the eastern side of the river.

At 2:30 a.m. on April 6, Company A, 504th, commanded by Captain John N. Pease, crossed the swollen and fast-flowing Rhine River to seize the small village of Hitdorf, north of Cologne. It was meant as a feint to draw German forces in the Ruhr pocket toward the river to stop a potential crossing of the Rhine River on the western side of the pocket.

Lieutenant Reneau Breard, now the executive officer with Company A, heard German outposts open up with heavy automatic weapons fire as the boats ahead of him began touching down on the far side. “Just before I got ready to shove off, here came a captain down with two radio operators.

“He said, ‘Are you going across the river?’

“I said, ‘Yeah.’

“He said, ‘Can I go?’
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“I said, ‘Well you could, we’ve got a whole company over there, trying to find out something about what the hell is going on.’

“He said, ‘I’m an artillery officer with the 20th Armored Division.’

“I said, ‘You’re welcome to go. What are you shooting?’

“He said, ‘I can shoot the whole division artillery if I have to.’

“So I took him across. You had to start upriver and then paddle across; we all had to paddle. The current was strong and would take you down opposite the town. I went over in the last boat, with mostly communication equipment, wire, etc. I didn’t have any extra radios though.”2

When the first wave of boats touched down on the east side of the river, they found themselves under withering enemy automatic weapons and artillery fire and in the midst of a minefield. The 2nd Platoon, under the command of Lieutenant James A. Kiernan, was split into two groups that fought their way to the initial objective. During this assault, Lieutenant John W. Spooner, Kiernan’s assistant platoon leader, was hit. Kiernan immediately went to him, administering first aid as explosions from artillery and mortar fire as well as enemy tracers lit up the darkness all around him. Kiernan dragged Spooner to the village church, the company’s first objective.

As the two other platoons arrived, they joined the fight, wiping out the German defenders and taking sixty-eight prisoners. After landing, Lieutenant Breard made his way to the company command post. “At that time Pease had the company CP in the church, which was right about in the middle of town. It faced the river, a beautiful little church. When I walked in there was a body there. I said, ‘Who is that?’

“Pease said, ‘[Lieutenant John W.] Spooner—he was killed. He was wounded, and died in the church.’

“I introduced Pease to this [artillery] captain, and the captain went off and started shooting.”3

Lieutenant Breard then checked to make sure the three rifle platoons were moving to the correct positions to secure Hitdorf and establish an outpost line just outside of the hamlet. “One platoon went to the north, one was out in front of us east of us, and one went to the right, south of us. We had two machine gun sections from Headquarters Company.

“When daylight came we moved the CP into the town. There were two main streets. We got into one of the houses on the southwest corner. That’s where we set up the CP the second time.”4

About 8:45 a.m., a company of German infantry approached from the south, forcing the outposts to pull back to the edge of the village. The platoon let the German infantry come to within fifty yards of their positions before cutting loose with devastating fire. It was over with very quickly. The Company A platoon took thirty-three prisoners, the rest of the German force were killed or wounded; no one was seen to have escaped.

Meanwhile, Breard was ordered to get the prisoners evacuated to the other side of the river so Company A wouldn’t have to continue to guard them. “About noon we put the prisoners in the boats and sent them back across. And then, we didn’t have boats to get back. If we had any wounded, we couldn’t send them back.”5

About the same time as the prisoners were being sent across the river, the Germans opened up with an extremely heavy artillery barrage on the village, cutting the field telephone wires running from the platoons’ CPs to the company command post and across the river to battalion headquarters. The Germans used flat trajectory 88 fire to take out the church steeple, knocking out the artillery observation post.

About 3:30 p.m., the Germans began laying a smoke screen on the southeastern portion of the village, followed immediately afterward by an attack from the south and the east with another company of infantry, this time backed by two tanks. This attack was met by the 3rd Platoon and supporting artillery fire from the 376th PFA Battalion. The accurate and effective artillery, small arms, and machine gun fire broke up the attack, and the Germans withdrew to regroup. After about fifteen minutes, the Germans attacked again with renewed fury. The platoon sent a runner back to Captain Pease requesting additional Panzerfausts. This was the last communication that Pease had with the 3rd Platoon. The Germans overran and broke through the 3rd Platoon line and began moving through the village. From the second floor, Breard saw German tanks lumbering down the street toward the command post. “They had some tanks that came in right down, underneath the Company CP. They were probably Panther or type IVs.”6

To the north, another reinforced company hit and overran the 2nd Platoon just as the breakthrough was occurring in the 3rd Platoon sector. Lieutenant Kiernan and his men continued to fight, staying in their positions, even as Germans were getting in behind and on the flanks. Without the field telephones working, Lieutenant Breard was sent out to make contact with the platoons. “Pease sent me down to find the 2nd Platoon and I couldn’t find the 2nd Platoon. When I came back to the Company CP, I ran into Germans. I was lying in a flowerbed—all I had was a .45.”7

On the north side of Hitdorf, Kiernan ordered the 2nd Platoon to withdraw and personally covered them as they pulled back in good order, despite the overwhelming number of Germans attacking them from all sides. After Kiernan got his men withdrawn to the center of the village, Lieutenant Breard learned that Kiernan had been badly wounded. “Somebody dropped a grenade behind a tank, and Kiernan must have been near it. It landed in a pile of glass; he was wounded, just perforated all over his body. We got him out, but Tully, [the 3rd Platoon leader,] we couldn’t find him, and a lot of his people were captured, some were killed.”8 For his exceptional bravery, Lieutenant James A. Kiernan was later awarded the Distinguished Service Cross.

Captain Pease ordered the 1st and 2nd Platoons to fall back to the beach, where they formed a horseshoe-shaped defensive perimeter. Regimental headquarters ordered Company I to cross the river to assist Company A with the withdrawal. At 1:30 a.m., the 1st and 2nd Platoons of Company I crossed the river in nine steel boats. They got less than half way when four spotlights illuminated them. A few moments later, the Germans opened fire with machine guns and artillery fire; one shell landed near the boat carrying the company commander, Captain T. Moffatt Burriss, overturning it and dumping everyone into the swift current of the river. They managed to swim back to the western bank, while the other eight boats continued on, making it across safely.

Landing on the eastern shore just south of the village, the two platoons left one squad to guard the boats and sent another along the railroad tracks running parallel to the road into the village to clear that, while the remainder moved along the river road. The Company I troopers ran into several machine gun nests positioned along the railroad tracks, which they flanked and eliminated, then moved on to the Company A perimeter. Captain Pease, being the senior officer, sent one squad of Company I north to set up a roadblock, another south to set up a roadblock into town from that direction, and another to the northeast to set up a roadblock along the main north-south road running through the village. With the only remaining squad of Company I, Pease moved back into town to try to evacuate wounded that had been left in the church and were fighting off the Germans that had surrounded them. Company A would maintain their defensive perimeter to which the Company I squads would withdraw upon evacuation of the wounded in the church.

Each one of the Company I squads engaged superior numbers of German troops in carrying out their assignments and inflicted heavy casualties on the enemy. However, a reinforced company of German infantry supported by two tanks hit the roadblock on the road south of the village. The lone squad fought a delaying action, slowly giving ground, while being blasted by the tanks. As the squad was driven back, the squad that had earlier been assigned to clear the railroad hit the German force on the flank, forcing the enemy infantry and tanks to fall back in disorder, abandoning some of their weapons in the process. Gammon grenades were used to knock out one of the tanks.

The squad, led to the church by Captain Pease, used a back alley to come up on the rear of the German infantry surrounding the church, where they opened fire, killing twenty-three and wounding seven enemy soldiers. They moved into the church and took the wounded back to the Company A perimeter.

Runners were sent out to recall each of the Company I squads, which pulled back to the Company A perimeter. The Company I squads then attacked and cleared the area around the Company A perimeter. The 3rd Platoon of Company I manned more boats on the west side and paddled them across the river under heavy fire, touching down at a point inside the beach perimeter. They evacuated the wounded and the prisoners and took them back across, returning again and picking up the members of the two Company I platoons, then again to evacuate the two Company A platoons. The withdrawal of all troopers was accomplished before daylight on the 7th of April.

Lieutenant Breard would find out later what had happened to the 3rd Platoon of Company A, which had been overrun earlier. “They ganged themselves up in one building, the Germans surrounded it and took what were left of them all prisoner.”9

Companies A and I killed and wounded around three hundred fifty and captured a total of eighty prisoners, who were all taken back across the river, while suffering nine killed, seventy-nine missing (mostly captured), and twenty-four wounded in action. Company A would later receive a Presidential Unit Citation for the fighting it did at Hitdorf.

The division continued aggressive patrolling across the Rhine River to capture prisoners for interrogation by the G-2 section, which was trying to determine enemy intentions. Some casualties were suffered on these patrols, mostly inflicted by enemy minefields planted along the eastern shore and by drowning. Sergeant Earl Boling had been with Company E, 505th, since shortly after the Sicily jump. “Our company sent a patrol out the first night, which upon landing ran into heavy enemy fire. In trying to find cover, they ran into a minefield, resulting in two deaths [Sergeant Frankie B. Ensley and Private First Class Francis H. Markwood], and though the remaining members tried to recover their bodies, they were unable to due to the enemy fire.”10

Private Mervyn M. Shuman, a new replacement in Company E, heard that an order had come down that the bodies were to be retrieved. “A trooper by the name of Miller and Lieutenant [Clifford J.] O’Dea went back the next night, and Lieutenant O’Dea got the body, and while getting it in the boat, the body set off a mine, killing Lieutenant O’Dea. Miller came back, and then Captain [Charles L.] Barnett ordered Lieutenant [Howard E.] Jensen and Jim Keenan at sunrise to go over. While [they were] looking for the body, a German sentry took a shot at them and hit Jensen in the head, killing him. Keenan swam the Rhine, and he almost didn’t make it. The next night Captain Barnett [commander of Company E] and Major [William R.] Carpenter [commander of the 2nd Battalion, 505th], jumped in a kayak. It was stormy and the kayak tipped over and they both drowned. After that, Colonel Ekman stopped all recovery efforts.”11

One of the guys chosen for another of the patrols across the river was Private First Class Robert Hunt, with Company B, 325th, because, growing up in Maryland on the Potomac River and the Chesapeake Bay, he had a great deal of experience on the water. “We were in small boats at night. After we got the information we needed and doing a little looting, upon our return, the Krauts spotted us and opened fire. All hell broke loose and all I could hear was, ‘The hell with the rifles, save the loot!’”12

During this time, the division’s artillery units shelled enemy positions spotted from its positions along the western side of the river or located by night patrols along the river’s eastern side.

The 82nd Military Police Platoon and the 82nd Reconnaissance Platoon were ordered on April 10 to begin a search of rear areas. Some of the division units, such as the 407th Airborne Quartermaster Battalion, the 782nd Airborne Ordnance Maintenance Company, and the 82nd Parachute Maintenance Company, were assigned occupation duties. These consisted primarily of guarding bridges, power plants, and other infrastructure in the areas to the rear of the infantry regiments, to protect them from sabotage.

On the night of April 12–13, Private First Class Bill Bonning, with Company B, 504th, was manning an outpost along the river at the very farthest left point of the division line, a half a mile away from the company command post. “We heard footsteps, like a light trot coming toward us. So we kept watching and waiting. We hollered, ‘Halt.’ [It was] one of our guys. We thought, ‘Oh man, we’re getting out of here. They’re going to pull us out.’

“He came out there to tell us President Roosevelt died, so everybody would know on the line. We were a half a mile away, and they sent a guy out that night to tell us.”13

For most of the young men fighting with the 82nd Airborne Division, Roosevelt was the only president they had ever known. Troopers like Private First Class Robert Hunt, with Company B, 325th, were saddened that it came so close to the end of the war. “It was a shame, after all he did, that he didn’t live to see us win the war. He saved the world.”14

The advance of the US 13th Armored Division north along the eastern bank of the Rhine River effectively eliminated the need for the 505th and then the 325th to man positions along the river. The 325th and 505th began assembling in battalion areas in preparation for occupation duties. The 504th was relieved of guarding its sector of the river north of Cologne on April 16.

The next day, the 505th was moved to the area around the rural town of Bruhl, a short distance from Bonn. Lieutenant Joe Meyers, the executive officer of Company D, was briefed before the move. “Rumors abounded of the formation of stay-behind groups of resistance, called ‘Werewolves.’ Our mission was to patrol a large assigned area and secure it against possible ‘Werewolf’ attacks. D Company used a village schoolhouse as its CP and billets. As executive officer, I planned and supervised the execution of the company patrol plan. At my request, [Captain] Bill Martin ordered the village mayor to requisition and deliver to us several serviceable bicycles for use by our patrols.

“The mayor selected the poorest machines for our use. The defective bikes broke down, making it difficult to cover all of our assigned patrol area. I repeatedly urged Martin to lay the law down to the mayor and insist on the delivery of better machines. For some reason, Bill was reluctant to follow this advice. On the other hand, he was quick to find fault with the patrolling. One afternoon, the matter came to a head. In response to a critical remark, I informed Bill that until he ‘got off his ass and put some heat on the mayor,’ I couldn’t properly execute the patrol plan. Hot words ensued. Earlier in the day, Special Services had delivered recreational gear that included boxing gloves. Bill, a former Army boxer, invited me outside to put on the gloves and I accepted his invitation.

“At the supply room, Bill and I learned the boxing gloves were [checked] out. We walked into the schoolyard where a large group watched two men spar. When the match ended, Bill asked if anyone objected to the two of us putting on the gloves. Delighted at the prospect of seeing their CO and XO square off in the ring, the men quickly designated seconds, appointed a referee, and named a timekeeper. We stripped to the waist, put on the gloves, and made ready for individual combat. Bill was stocky and thick-set. We were about the same weight; however, I was several years younger, three inches taller, and I had a reach advantage. The referee called time and the match started. Speck McKenna’s boxing lessons stood me in good stead. I had a stiff, punishing left jab and I knew to follow it with a right cross. We fought two rounds before Bill suggested we quit. He did not lay a glove on me and he got a free boxing lesson. Bill showed no signs of holding a grudge. In fact, he treated me with more respect, and in later years, when he commanded a battalion, he asked me to join his staff.

“The following day, the 2nd Battalion moved to Bonn, the future capital of West Germany. Again, our mission was to neutralize a potential Werewolf threat. We were to conduct a house-to-house, building-to-building, search of the city for illegal weapons, explosives, etc. We carried out this search in a manner designed to convince the local population that we meant business. After dividing the city into sectors, the sectors to be searched were sealed off. The first day, I led a team that searched the Bonn City Hall and its adjoining air raid shelter. The shelter, which rose several stories above ground, was also a flak tower. There were four or five underground levels. The regional air defense CP occupied one of these underground floors. At the lower levels we discovered room after room filled with oil paintings and other art objects. I reported this to the US military government authorities.

“The following day we searched residences and business establishments near the center of town. We were to search everything and to break into locked rooms, cabinets, etc. Initially, almost every dwelling or shop had a locked door with a ‘lost key.’ After we shot a few locks, the owners got the message. Lost keys, they claimed not to have seen in years, suddenly appeared. While searching a basement under a shop, we came across the find of the operation—a cellar full of wine and other spirits. The owners were nervous and I was certain they would move the liquor as soon as we departed. Two men were posted atop a nearby building where they could observe the shop. After dark, several civilians moved the booty to another cellar several blocks away. My lookouts noted the new location and reported it to me. I borrowed a 2½-ton truck, and the next morning we backed up to the door where the cache was stored, loaded the spirits, and drove away.”15

Orders were issued on April 23 for the 80th AA Battalion to search its own area and then assist the 505th. The 319th and 320th GFA Battalions were ordered to begin a search of Cologne. A total of 653 prisoners were taken during these searches before the division was relieved on April 25. During operations along the Rhine River, the division suffered 23 men and officers killed, 114 wounded or injured in action, and 103 missing in action, mostly as a result of fighting at Hitdorf.

Supreme Headquarters Allied Expeditionary Force (SHAEF) was concerned about a Russian movement into and takeover of Denmark. In order to block this possibility, a decision was made for the British Second Army, which was around Hamburg, to make a crossing of the Elbe River and drive to the Baltic Sea before the Russians could advance far enough to turn north into Denmark. Speed was of the essence, not a strong suit for Montgomery. Eisenhower’s staff gave Montgomery Ridgway’s XVIII Airborne Corps, which would consist of the 8th Infantry Division, the 7th Armored Division, and the 82nd Airborne Division, to which Montgomery attached the British 6th Airborne Division.

On April 26, the division began loading onto 40 and 8 boxcars for a move northeast by rail to a staging area near the town of Bleckede, on the Elbe River. The 505th was the first regiment in the division to load and begin moving. On board in one of the 40 and 8 boxcars, Lieutenant Joe Meyers, with Company D, was having a pleasant ride. “I was riding in a boxcar with several pinochle enthusiasts and we regularly played cards at the rear of the boxcar. The weather was warm and the right boxcar door was open. Some men slept in improvised shelter tent hammocks suspended between rings installed to tether horses. Other men slept on the floor. A few men cooked meals on small gasoline stoves, while still other troopers sat with their feet dangling out the door. We played cards on two C-ration boxes covered with a GI blanket. One of the men sitting in the door announced our train was approaching the new Franklin D. Roosevelt Memorial Bridge over the Rhine River. The bridge, a large wooden structure, was high above the stream, and its western approach was sixty or seventy feet above the surrounding terrain. Several men displayed an interest and moved to the door to get a better view. Our boxcar began to bounce around and someone remarked on the rough tracks. At this point, another man shouted out, ‘Rough tracks, hell! We’re off the tracks!’

“The boxcar began turning on its right side. No one had to tell these troopers it was time to bail out. With few exceptions, they cleared the boxcar in seconds. Seated at the rear most of the car, I was one of the exceptions. Ammunition, mortars, machine guns, and rations stacked against the car’s back wall, came down on me when the engineer applied the emergency brakes. After the boxcar was on its side, I freed myself, discovered I was alone, and crawled to the door. The train was still moving and the ground flashed by a foot or two below the open door. After positioning my body parallel to the door, I rolled out of the boxcar and on to the ground.

“My timing was perfect. The only rail switch in sight struck me squarely in the back. The boxcars were speeding by a foot or two above my head and they provided me the incentive I needed to get clear of danger. I had no feeling in my legs, so I used my hands and arms to pull my body clear. Finally, I got sideways to the slope, let gravity take over, and rolled down the embankment until I reached the bottom some sixty or seventy feet below.

“One of the platoon medics gave me a shot of morphine and loaded me on a stretcher. That is the last I remember. I awoke in the enlisted men’s ward of a field hospital near München-Gladbach, Germany.”16 The troopers on the derailed cars were loaded on other boxcars, the train unhooked the derailed cars, and the journey continued uneventfully.

On the night of April 28–29, the division Reconnaissance Platoon sent three patrols across the Elbe River, each consisting of one officer and eight men, to probe the enemy defenses along the river. Only one patrol encountered stiff opposition, and this was reported to division headquarters.

The trains carrying the 1st and 2nd Battalions of the 505th began arriving in Bleckede in the predawn hours of April 29. Only a few officers and men in the 505th had been briefed regarding their mission of making an assault crossing of the Elbe River. Most thought it would be another occupation of a sector, similar to what they had just done around Cologne.

When the officers and men were briefed on their mission, they were incredulous. Most of them asked themselves, how could this happen? After all of the combat, after all of the casualties, why was this regiment selected to make an assault crossing during the closing days of the war?

It was especially tough news for the “old men” of the regiment, many of whom had made four combat jumps and fought five previous campaigns, and most of whom had been wounded one or more times. Many of them felt like their luck was about to run out—killed or seriously wounded in the very last days of the war.

Private First Class Arthur B. “Dutch” Schultz, with Company C, 505th, had fought with the division since Normandy. “In the early morning of April 29, 1945 we arrived in Bleckede, Germany. All of the townspeople were evacuated in preparation for our arrival, allowing us to move into their homes and await word of our assignment.

“We soon learned the 505 would spearhead an assault across the Elbe River using small canvas and wooden boats, without any life jackets. This was to be our first river crossing. We knew nothing about these boats, much less crossing rivers in the middle of the night. The Elbe River was over 1,200 feet wide, which gave pause about how long we would be exposed to mortar and other fire. We knew the war was winding down. This raised our anxiety level about possible mishaps so close to the end. The longer we were exposed to combat, the more we felt like fugitives from the law of averages. In addition to all of the other combat risks of the past, we now faced the possibility of drowning.”17

With 3rd Battalion still enroute, the 1st and 2nd Battalion of the 505th, along with some engineers from Company B, 307th Airborne Engineer Battalion, would make the crossing. Two companies from each battalion would make the crossing with engineers attached to take the boats back across and to clear minefields. A few demolition men from regimental headquarters would come along to take care of such things as obstacles and pillboxes.

Companies A and C were chosen from the 1st Battalion, while from the 2nd Battalion, Companies D and E were selected for the initial crossing. Company D would cross on the left flank, with Company E just to the south. Company A would cross on their right around the middle of a bend in the river, while Company C would cross on the far right, actually crossing from south to north because of the bend in the river. The crossing was scheduled for 1:00 a.m., on the night of April 29–30.

The townspeople of Bleckede had been hurriedly evacuated before they had the opportunity to hide things like their booze, which the 505ers quickly found and consumed. Four-jump veteran Sergeant Norbert Beach, with Company H, 505th, made one of those discoveries. “While waiting in this small town on this [west] side of the Elbe River, out in the cow lot, I happened to find two fifths of Canadian Club [whiskey], imported 1934. Consequently, six of us crossed the river flying high the next morning.”18

Shortly after dark, the assault companies were moved down to the crossing sites to await the word to go. When Private First Class Allan Barger got a look at the canvas and plywood British boats, his confidence wasn’t raised. “When it was pitch dark I was on the detail to unload the trucks that brought our little boats along. We set them down by the edge of the Elbe River. These boats looked more like the old troughs plasterers used to mix their plaster in.”19

Shortly before 1:00 a.m., the assault companies moved down to their boats and began loading. On the left flank of the crossing, as Company D started across, the boat in which Private First Class Barger, the company radio operator, was riding had problems. “At first, since we had never practiced doing this, we started to zigzag clumsily for a bit. Then Captain Martin, who was kneeling just in front of me in the middle of the boat, started giving the paddlers a cadence. That did it. We began to move evenly across the silvery body of flowing water. And so did the rest of the company. We were in the lead.

“As we approached the shore, I saw the distant bank as a foreboding silhouette. I kept sucking in my guts anticipating machine gun fire opening up on us any minute. This could have been a disaster. But before we knew it, we were coming up to a small boat landing and we stepped out onto some dry floats. Still, we kept expecting the enemy to open up on us, but nothing happened as we walked to shore. We didn’t even get our feet wet. We walked up a pathway and worked ourselves over in the darkness to an empty old barn and went inside to wait for the others to catch up to us.”20

Meanwhile Company E was crossing to the south. Private Paul R. Brandt was a replacement who had joined the company a few weeks before. “Our boat landed on an island and we had to unload and carry it over and re-launch it. So I guess we were the last over.”21

Upon reaching the far shore, Brandt could see 20mm tracer fire coming their way. “We crawled under the fire. They were antiaircraft guns and couldn’t fire low.”22

Company A crossed on the right of Company E. The canvas boats worried Company A trooper Private First Class Clarence M. Stoll, Jr., more than the German opposition. “I was somewhat nervous. I was in one of the last group of boats to cross and had no problems.”23 The troopers quickly rousted the Germans out of their foxholes, where they had taken shelter from the rain and snow, catching many still asleep.

Crossing on the right flank, Company C moved north across the river. Private First Class Dutch Schultz had been assigned to the same boat as Major James T. Maness, the 1st Battalion CO. “He sounded like a coxswain counting cadence for one of the Ivy League rowing teams. At mid-river it started snowing and at the same time, we collided with another boat, which led to a shouting match about who had the right of way. At any moment, I expected the Germans to throw everything at us but the kitchen sink. I waited, but nothing happened. It had to be the grace of God that guided us to the other side.

“Once on shore, a lieutenant who had been sitting in front ordered me to follow him. We started running at full speed, until we came upon a lighted farmhouse. The lieutenant shouted in German for the occupants to come out. Two women came out of a doorway—and at the same time, I saw some shadows behind them and told the lieutenant, while running to the rear, where I found German soldiers and shouted, ‘Hande hoch!’ They obeyed. A few minutes later, the lieutenant marched in several more prisoners. We must have taken at least twenty prisoners. After searching them for weapons, we ordered them to sit on the floor. About the same time, a military news reporter walked into the barn. He and the lieutenant greeted one another as friends. They talked for a moment and then decided to question the women, who were still in the house. I was ordered to stay and watch over the prisoners.

“After sitting down on the stairway leading into the house, I lit up a Lucky Strike cigarette and started puffing on it. Suddenly, I realized that the prisoners were intently watching every move I made smoking this cigarette. To rid myself of guilt and find some peace, I tossed them two packs and motioned for them to light up. We eventually produced a cloud of cigarette smoke that permeated the barn. Shortly, one of the men (a senior sergeant) indicated that he spoke English; and that they were policemen from Hamburg, Germany, recently conscripted into military service. He then proceeded to ask me if I wanted a Luger pistol. Without hesitation, I said, ‘Yes.’ Rear echelon troops were paying $150 for these guns. He walked over to a corner and reached under something and pulled up not only a Luger, but also a P-38 pistol, both of which were in holsters. He gave them to me.

“I first tried putting them in the patch pockets of my combat pants, but couldn’t do it because there were too many personal items, military gear, ammunition, rations, etc. Instead I put them onto my web belt, where I already was carrying a Colt .45 pistol. With three handguns on my belt, it appeared that I was ‘slightly’ overdressed.

“Soon, we heard a large contingent of troopers approaching the barn. I shouted, ‘Don’t shoot! Americans are in here.’

“One of them came in and asked, ‘Where did the Krauts get the cigarettes?’

“I told him, ‘I don’t know.’

“He looked at me scornfully, knowing I was lying. He must have considered me a recent replacement who didn’t know his elbow from third base. While I wasn’t ashamed about lying, it was embarrassing to me that he caught me giving cigarettes to the enemy. It wasn’t considered proper behavior by some of my fellow troopers (a sign of weakness).”24

The boats manned by the 307th Engineers ferried the remainder of the 1st and 2nd Battalions across before dawn, and the 3rd Battalion crossed by shortly after dawn. German resistance collapsed as the 505th closed on the German defenders, most of whom elected not to die for the Fatherland. Large numbers of prisoners were taken from houses, dug-in positions, and wooded areas. The bridgehead was expanded as the 505th quickly disposed of the light resistance and pushed east, north, and northeast. Caught by surprise, German artillery pounded the western side of the river, particularly Bleckede and the crossing points. Despite the heavy artillery falling around them, corps engineers built a pontoon bridge, completing it by 8:00 p.m. on April 30.
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After taking his prisoners to the rear, Dutch Schultz set off to find Company C, less than a mile to the south. “It was about 09:00 hours, when I found C Company. They were moving inland against sporadic small-arms fire and heavy 20mm high fire designed to explode over our heads. During one of these barrages, I got caught in the open and ran for cover to a nearby ditch. Upon jumping into it, I saw a German soldier, who wasn’t more than sixteen years of age. We were about ten feet apart, with both of our weapons aimed at each other. In a few seconds, he dropped his rifle and raised his hands over his head. I never understood why I didn’t shoot him the moment I saw him. I had been told many times, to shoot first and ask questions later.

“In late afternoon, we were still mopping up when a German machine gun opened fire on us from a nearby wooded area. For the sake of glory, I decided to go after it with hand grenades. After running into the woods and crawling about fifty feet in the general direction of the machine gun, I suddenly thought, ‘Why in the hell am I doing this?’ Without so much as a second thought, I retraced my steps and rejoined my platoon.”25

The 2nd Battalion, 504th, began arriving by train that night and crossed the bridge, moving into the bridgehead at 4:30 a.m. The 2nd Battalion immediately went into an attack, jumping off at 5:00 a.m. on May 1.

The 505th moved forward shortly before 6:00 a.m., and an attached infantry regiment, the 121st, from the 8th Infantry Division moved forward at 6:00 a.m. The other two battalions of the 504th arrived during the day and joined the attack, which drove eastward nine miles against light resistance.

The 325th arrived on May 1, and moved up to attack through the 505th. That same morning, German radio in Berlin broadcast the news of Hitler’s death, claiming he had died fighting Bolshevism.

At 5:00 a.m. on May 2, the 1st Battalion, 325th, and the 2nd Battalion, 401st, attacked toward the town of Lubtheen about four miles to the east, while the 2nd Battalion, 325th, rode on the tanks of Combat Command B of the 7th Armored Division to Ludwigslust, twenty miles beyond Lubtheen. At 5:00 a.m. that morning, the 504th pushed east on the right flank of the 325th against light opposition, reaching their objective by 8:15 a.m.

As Private First Class Robert Hunt, with Company B, 325th, moved in the company skirmish line toward Lubtheen, he was surprised that they met “only a little resistance; mines, and snipers.”26

Private First Class Frank Plebanek, with Company E, 325th, was assigned to company headquarters during the drive east by the 2nd Battalion and Combat Command B, 7th Armored Division. “Seventeen tanks from an armored battalion were moved into our area and the men from the company climbed aboard. The company executive officer (First Lieutenant Wallace) rode on the second tank. The company commander, Captain [Frederick R.] Jones, rode in his jeep, with me as the driver. We were to follow the last tank into the attack.

“The column of tanks with the troops riding on the top, moved out in a single file down the road. We didn’t know if the roads or the area just off the roads were mined. I stayed in the tracks of the tanks, thinking if seventeen tanks can make it through any given area, I should make it in the jeep.

“We didn’t know how much resistance we would meet in this attack. At one point we left the surfaced road and took off on a side road, which wasn’t surfaced. We had to cross a small stream as we progressed. Fifteen of the tanks made it over the small wooden bridge, but it collapsed on the sixteenth. It fell to the bottom. The last tank didn’t have any trouble going over the fallen bridge.

“I pulled up to the stream and stopped. I didn’t know whether to go across or go around the bridge. The captain said to try to go across. I got to the bottom and was unable to go up the other side. We were stranded there. They had the last tank stop, back up to us, and pull us out with a cable. The jeep was extracted from the demolished bridge and we continued with the attack.

“Three or four times we heard firing from the front tanks, along with machine gun and rifle fire. We stopped a few minutes each time and the captain was never called to the front, so we stayed at the rear of the column. We continued the attack for about twenty miles until we came to a small town named Picher.

“The lead tanks took up positions on every road entering the town, and foot troops took up positions around the tanks to protect them. The captain and I pulled into town and stopped in front of a sewing and notions store. He made this store his CP. I went inside to check it out for Germans, but didn’t find any.

“Perimeter defenses were set up around the town. We were ordered to hold up there until the next morning, to continue the attack.”27

The traffic of German Army and civilians on the road leading west from Ludwigslust was very heavy. Some elements of the 2nd Battalion, 325th armored task force; the 82nd Reconnaissance Platoon; and the Troop B, 87th Cavalry Squadron, that was attached to the division used side roads to get into Ludwigslust and secure the town. That morning, General Gavin left for Ludwigslust in a jeep with the 82nd Reconnaissance Platoon and had moved his forward CP to Ludwigslust that afternoon. “It was difficult to pass through towns without picking up groups of willing prisoners. By early afternoon complete units were passing through our lines, ignoring everyone and everything, ready for surrender.

“By mid-afternoon, I arrived in Ludwigslust and there found a steady stream of Germans, civilians and soldiers alike, passing through our lines for surrender. Families were riding half-tracks, soldiers were accompanied by their women, complete units were coming in. At about five o’clock I had established my CP in the palace of the Grand Duke of Mecklenburg in Ludwigslust when the commanding general of the [German] 21st Army Group had three staff officers visit my CP to arrange the surrender of his wounded and Allied PWs [prisoners of war]. I told them that I would accept the surrender of his complete army only, and on unconditional terms only. He said, after some talking, that he would transmit these terms to his commanding general. The son of the grand duke was present and wanted to stay overnight in the palace. This I refused to let him do, informing him that he would be processed as a PW if he remained. He told me that the house was the property of the English Crown, etc. I reminded him of the English bombed houses and so it went. At about 20:00 Lieutenant General [Kurt] von Tippelskirch arrived with his staff to arrange the final surrender. After much talking and lengthy discussion, in which he asked me my plans and wanted obviously for the US troops to move out and accept the surrender of his army where it stood, I accepted unconditionally the surrender of his complete army. There was little choice for him. I told him that the Russians were our allies and that I proposed to move against him and destroy his army in conjunction with them if he did not surrender. He surrendered, returning only to work out the details of the withdrawal of his troops.”28

The 505th was ordered to establish and control a number of camps around the towns of Dellien and Zeetze to handle the displaced persons (DP) and the German prisoners of war (POWs). Vehicles of all sorts became available to the troopers, who mounted up on motorcycles and drove around in convertible-topped Kubelwagens and staff cars. Suddenly, the 505th was “mechanized.” A Hungarian cavalry unit surrendered to Company G and their horses were confiscated, to be used by the troopers and later for organized horse races.

The next morning at Picher, northwest of Ludwigslust, Private First Class Plebanek, with Company E, 325th, moved out with the armored task force. “We left about 7:00 a.m. to continue our attack. Very shortly after we moved out of town, we heard a deafening explosion in the woods about a thousand yards away. The Germans had blown up their ammunition dump. When we left the woods, about two miles from town, the roads were so jammed with equipment of all kinds—tanks, trucks, half-tracks, horse-drawn wagons, artillery pieces, water-tank trailers, command cars, automobiles, motorcycles, trailers, and anything else that had wheels—we could hardly move. Equipment was left along side and in the roadway, while the Germans surrendered to us by the thousands. They were herded into open fields along the road and told to stay there. A few guards and a couple of tanks were left behind to watch over them. It took us almost four hours to go eight miles to get to the town of Ludwigslust. We moved through Ludwigslust to a small town named Neu Karstadt about four miles southeast. We stayed there that night after taking over houses for the men to sleep in. We had to eat K-rations, since we didn’t have any kitchen along.

“Guards were posted around the town, along with the tanks, because we didn’t know if we would meet any more resistance from the Germans. The ones taken prisoner were a very pathetic looking bunch of men, many of them very old and many of them very young. Some were twelve, thirteen, and fourteen years old. They were a beaten army. They were very hungry and tired.”29

On the morning of May 3, the 325th pushed east and set up a frontline about a mile east of Ludwigslust. For most of the day the troopers watched German troops and civilians stream past their line toward the rear, where the German soldiers were put into barbed-wire enclosures. Now, with the war at an end, a Company B trooper, Private First Class Robert Hunt, was ordered to risk his life one more time. “Later on that day, orders came down that stated there was a company of German SS troopers in the woods [who] refused to surrender, and for Company B to go in and get them or wipe them out.

“Now, here we are talking about the war being over and going home soon, and now we have to go back into combat again. Since we didn’t know what they had and how many [there were], we went in fast and heavy. After killing about thirty to forty of them, the rest came out of the woods with white flags hollering, ‘Bitte-Bitte!’ We took them back to the rear and put them in the barbed wire enclosures.”30

From his window in the palace, General Gavin watched von Tippelskirch’s 144,000-strong 21st German Army Group stream through Ludwigslust. “All day yesterday and today, his army had been coming into our lines. It has been a sight like nothing else in history. Their troops look well. They are well disciplined.”31

The 82nd Airborne Division took an estimated 144,000 prisoners and another 10,000 freed Allied prisoners of war were processed. The job of processing this many people was overwhelming.

Gavin and his staff met with the commanding general of the Russian VIII Mechanized Corps and his staff to draw up lines of demarcation. “We agreed on the final location of our front lines and on a kilometer of no-man’s land between us. They visited the division CP and I had General Ridgway and the staff present for some palaver, champagne, and brandy. I visited their CP also and it was an experience. I understand why the Germans did not want to surrender to them. They kicked in store windows, looted, [and] rolled a big keg of wine onto the city square, where anyone who came by with a bucket could have a fill. Drunks swanned about the streets, flagging down vehicles. Their military courtesy was unusually good. They were very enthusiastic and very rough on the Germans. It was an experience to watch them work. Their common hatred for everything German seemed to bind them together. The quantity of US equipment in their possession was remarkable.”32

Gavin was informed that day that the mayor of Ludwigslust, his wife, and their daughter had committed suicide that morning. Gavin was puzzled as to why they would do such a thing, since his troopers had gone out of their way not to abuse German civilians.

On May 4 division headquarters issued an order dividing the division’s zone of operations into sectors of responsibility. Each of those sectors would be searched to screen all personnel, in addition to looking for weapons and explosives and guarding infrastructure.

The following day, a horrible discovery was made a couple of miles north of Ludwigslust that solved the mystery of the suicides the previous day. A concentration camp outside the tiny village of Wöbbelin was found.

Captain Philip M. Hannan, the Catholic chaplain of the 505th, heard about the camp that day from his assistant, Jack Ospital, as the word of the discovery spread quickly through the division. Chaplain Hannan and his assistant hurried to the camp to see what they could do for the victims. “The camp was a repulsive, absolute horror. The grotesque, emaciated bodies were lying in clumps in the dormitories, many were still in the tiers of rough bunks, made of branches, and the survivors were barely able to walk. The stench was pervasive.
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“I quickly walked through some of the dormitories to find if there was any semblance of authority with which to begin the necessary assistance to the living. I found a small group of prisoners sitting in one building and as I approached them, the prisoners deferred to a small person sitting in their midst. He was a Belgian Catholic priest, so weak he could not stand, but still consoling and encouraging a group of fellow prisoners.

“He told me that he and another Catholic priest had been arrested and sent to a camp in Germany in the first weeks of the offensive against Belgium and France in 1940. The other priest had just died. He said, with that complete resignation of prisoners who had lived in hopeless situations, that no one had come to help them. A few curious Allied officers had taken a look and left in utter frustration.

“I hurried back to get permission, and perhaps some help, from Colonel Ekman, our CO. He was compassionate but firm, ‘I can let you and your assistant give assistance to the prisoners, but I cannot allow anybody else to go with you. The camp is full of disease and I can’t let my men get diseases. We are combat troops and must keep in shape.’

“Back to the camp. We decided to bring the survivors to an empty space near the gate to facilitate their being taken to some hospital—still unknown. Sporadically, a couple of enlisted men from a nearby American division came to the camp to gawk and we promptly tried to enlist their help, with no success. Finally, an officer brought a wheezing German truck, with a German driver who looked as worn out as the truck. Then he left.

“Jack and I began to load the survivors into the truck, amazed at the fact that so many had survived. The emaciated bodies weighed, I guessed, about sixty or seventy pounds. The few survivors who could walk tried to help us, but the spirit only, was willing.

“From my brief conversations with the survivors, I found that the majority were Catholics. When we had loaded the truck, I stood at the front of the cab and gave absolution to all, after leading them in an act of contrition. The driver pleaded that the truck was near a complete breakdown. I overruled his plea, ordering him to take the men to the hospital in Ludwigslust, not very far away.

“Not knowing whether the truck would return, Jack and I started to talk with the remaining survivors. The Belgian priest refused to be helped, saying that all the others must be helped. The Dutch prisoners refused to be moved unless all could be moved at the same time. ‘That may mean that you must stay here tonight,’ I warned. Agreed, they would stay together.

“A very curious character was among the survivors and he was in relatively good shape. He said he belonged to the French Intelligence and was of Greek descent. His good physical shape made me doubt his story. Finally, I found a Dutch Naval Captain who had been taken prisoner after his cruiser had been captured. I instantly made him the commanding officer of the camp.

“A Red Cross girl from the 82nd (Dorothy was her first name) came to the camp to volunteer. I gave her one glance at one of the dormitories and convinced her that the clean up was the work of the men. Many of the prisoners died in their bunks, suffering from lethal bouts of diarrhea. The effluent from the top tiers poured down on the lower tiers, creating a horrible mess, with an almost unbearable stench.

“At one point, I went back to see the Belgian priest to force him to accept some assistance. He was calmly adamant, and was perfectly resigned to die. He said that he had often celebrated Mass late at night. ‘I always could bribe some guard to give me a few drops of wine and a small piece of bread to consecrate. It was great support for the prisoners.’

“He became the inspiration for all the prisoners, some of whom were Russians and Jews. Practically every nation in Europe was represented among the prisoners. According to their estimates, there were about four thousand men in the camp at the beginning and about a third survived.

“We could not finish our rescue work in one day, so the next day we came back. Shortly after arriving, we saw a funeral procession. A halting line of prisoners, dressed in wretched and raggedy striped uniforms, were walking single file behind a body resting on a rough wooden coffin. The procession wended its way to the nearby woods. It was the funeral of the Belgian priest, who had died just before I arrived at the camp.

“I was not invited to participate in the funeral. I did not qualify. It was only for those who had suffered together for almost five years. That fraternity was not broken.

“We were able to transport the rest of the ill prisoners to the hospital and to settle a problem in the hospital. Some of the sick prisoners had begun to strike at or hit the nurses in their rage against the atrocious treatment in the camp. A firm order restored peace, at least for a time.

“Supplies from some Army commissariat came into the camp, and the Dutch captain, the commandant, regulated the distribution. Of course the men of the commissariat tried to make the prisoners take only soup and very soft food as their first nourishment, but the pangs of hunger were too strong. The result—a number of ghastly sick prisoners, including the commandant.”33

The officers and men of the division were encouraged to visit the Wöbbelin Concentration Camp to personally witness the atrocities of the German Third Reich. Many did, including General Gavin. As Private First Class Robert Hunt, with Company B, 325th, rode in the back of a 2½-ton truck to the camp, he noticed a foul odor. “It was horrible. We could smell it a mile before we arrived. Bodies piled as high as telephone poles. Bodies bulldozed into open pits, thirty feet by one hundred fifty feet. Prisoners so weak they couldn’t stand up to greet us—nothing left of their bodies but skin and bone. Their bodies were skeletons. It was terrible.”34

The citizens of Ludwigslust were forced to directly confront the horrors of the Wöbbelin Camp. First Sergeant George Speakman, with Company E, 325th, one of the old men of the division, had little patience with them. “The people living in this town said they didn’t know what went on in the camp. They sure did after they cleaned the place up. The town people did all the work—digging graves, wrapping them in sheets—the town square was full.”35

General Gavin ordered the leading citizens of Ludwigslust to dig graves for two hundred of the inmates of the camp in the park in front of the Palace of the Grand Duke of Mecklenburg, which served as his command post. This location also served as the town square of Ludwigslust. Gavin required all of the town’s people and a group of captured German Army officers to attend the funeral on May 7.

Another two hundred were similarly buried in each of the nearby towns of Hagenow and Schwerin the following day.

During the early morning hours of May 7 at SHAEF headquarters in Rheims, France, German General Alfred Jodl, representing Hitler’s successor, Admiral Karl Dönitz, signed the documents of unconditional surrender of all German forces to the Allied Nations. General Eisenhower sent the following telegram to the Combined Allied Chiefs of Staffs: “The mission of this Allied Force was fulfilled at 02:41 hours, local time, May 7, 1945. Eisenhower”

The surrender of all German forces took effect at 11:01 a.m. on May 8, 1945. The officers and men of the division had been expecting the news; some were ecstatic, but most were just relieved. It had been a long, difficult, and costly struggle.

Although the Allied victory in Europe was something to celebrate, General Gavin put that victory in the proper perspective. “We had come to the end of the war in Europe. It had been costly. More than 60,000 men had passed through the ranks of the 82nd Airborne Division alone. We had left in our wake thousands of white crosses from Africa to Berlin. And when it came to an end, there was not a man in the ranks of the 82nd Airborne Division who did not believe that it was a war that had to be fought.”36

Staff Sergeant Ross Carter, with Company C, 504th, was one of the very lucky men who served in a rifle company in the 82nd Airborne Division from North Africa to Germany. “My friends call me a refugee from the law of averages. My regiment still exists as a name, but the regiment in which I trained, fought, and almost died, now lies buried in obscure army cemeteries in ten countries.”37

Sergeant Carter spoke for all 82nd Airborne Division combat veterans when he described the dead comrades and friends he had left behind in those cemeteries; “tough-fibered, hard-living and reckless; but no braver, more loyal or better fighting men ever lived.”38
  


CHAPTER 18

“YOU WONDER WHAT HAPPENS
TO A MAGNIFICENT DIVISION OF
BRAVE MEN AFTER THE WAR”1
 

With World War II in Europe over, the officers and men of the 82nd Airborne Division were, for the most part, ready and anxious to return to the United States and civilian life. They were told that those with a high number of “points” would be sent home and discharged. This would take place as soon as transportation could be arranged, which would take some time, because other divisions being transferred to the Pacific Theater took priority for transportation. Soldiers accumulated points for each month in the service, each month spent overseas, for medals for valor, for the Purple Heart medal, and for having children under eighteen years old. Many of the old timers that had been with the division for thirty-six months or more had also been overseas for twenty-four months. Most had a Purple Heart medal with one or two Oak Leaf Clusters and a Bronze or Silver Star medal. A few hundred of the men with one hundred or more points were sent home in May.

During the last three weeks of May, the division spent time screening and guarding German prisoners. Returning from the hospital after injuring his back and nearly losing his life in the train derailment a couple of weeks earlier, Lieutenant Joe Meyers found the Company D, 505th command post at a farmhouse about a mile east of the Elbe River. “I reported to [Captain] Bill Martin and learned that the 505 had made an assault crossing of the Elbe River a few days before the collapse of the Germans’ 21st Army Group. The unit was now trying to sort the prisoners into various categories before they were marched to PW [prisoner of war] enclosures. Basically, there were three groups: officers, enlisted men, and SS, both officer and enlisted. Our area of responsibility covered several miles, and I decided to make a reconnaissance of the area on horseback. When I returned from my reconnaissance, I dismounted by throwing my right leg over the horse’s neck and jumping to the ground. I severely injured my right ankle when I landed. After three hours with my unit, I was in a jeep headed for the battalion aid station. Doc Putnam checked the ankle. He told me it was broken and it was my ticket on an early boat home. Armed with a pair of crutches, I sat in the front seat of a jeep for the ride to the division clearing station in Ludwigslust.

“En route, I saw my first Soviet soldiers. Two drunken Soviets were sitting in a ditch beside the road, pointing their submachine guns at two very frightened German PWs. They hailed us and offered us a drink from their bottle. We obliged them and continued on.

“We found the clearing station in a building adjacent to the town square. The doctor examined my ankle. It was a bad sprain, but it was not broken. About the time the doctor finished taping the ankle, a corpsman called for us to look out of the window. A Soviet soldier was raping a German woman on the lawn of the nearby courthouse. The medics said the Soviet soldiers were a drunken, undisciplined lot who murdered, raped, and looted at will. I returned to D Company with a set of crutches. Luckily, the ankle healed quickly and in about a week, I was able to put on boots and walk.

“The job of sorting the prisoners went on, but we were excused from this duty. D Company was designated to receive and hold all SS prisoners captured by the 505th at the small village of Privelack on the east bank of the Elbe River. The village consisted of a dozen or so houses and assorted outbuildings situated along a levee that protected it and the surrounding farmland from the flood waters of the Elbe. Several farmhouses provided adequate billets for our troops, but there were no facilities to house or detain the two hundred fifty SS PWs we were to guard. Bill Martin turned the job over to me.

“A pasture with a water well was close at hand, and after examining the area, I concluded this was a good location for the PW enclosure. Enclosed by a four-strand barbed wire cattle fence, there was nothing to prevent the PWs from escaping during the night. No barbed wire was immediately available to build a proper enclosure, and there was no way of lighting the enclosure at night. German soldiers wanted to escape and cross to the west bank of the Elbe River, because they believed that all PWs east of the Elbe eventually would be turned over to the Russians. We didn’t know it at the time, but they were correct.

“By the time the SS PWs arrived at Privelack, I had a plan to keep them in custody. The senior lieutenant in command of the prisoners was an Estonian and his troops were German, Estonian, and Latvian. Rank is a matter of importance in every army. I asked the lieutenant to give me a list of all of his officers and NCOs in order of rank. When he completed this list, I had each verify his position on the list. With the order of rank firmly established, I advised them we were unable to secure the PW enclosures during the hours of darkness. Although guards would be on duty twenty-four hours a day, they were responsible for security. We would jointly make a count of the number of prisoners in custody and agree upon the exact number. Each morning we would repeat this joint count. If one, two, or three prisoners were missing, we would shoot the same number of officers or NCOs, starting with the senior officer and working down the list.

“We then held an inspection for weapons and ammunition. We found very little contraband, but I suspected the SS men still had weapons. I informed the SS lieutenant of my suspicion and ordered him to make his own inspection of his troops. No questions would be asked about any weapon turned in before a specified time. After that, we would shoot any PW found with contraband. When the period ended, a large table was loaded with weapons surrendered by the SS. These were harsh measures, but we were dealing with SS men, the elite of the German Army, not Boy Scouts or regular soldiers. The measures violated the Geneva Convention, but they got the job done. We didn’t lose a single SS PW, and no SS man attacked our troopers. Unfortunately, we were not so fortunate where the Wehrmacht was concerned.

“While I was resting one afternoon, I heard several shots ring out nearby. I rushed outside and one trooper reported [that] the shooting came from the top of the levee and found our sentry on the ground with a bullet wound in the stomach. He [had] stopped two unarmed German soldiers who were attempting to cross the levee to the river below, and [had] decided to search the men before he escorted them to the PW enclosure. While emptying his rucksack, one German soldier fired a concealed pistol through the bottom of his pack. After falling to the ground, our man was able to get off a couple of rounds at the fleeing soldiers.

“I was furious! The war was over. These two men inflicted what probably was a fatal wound on one of our men. I told the troopers who had assembled at the spot that we were going to run both Germans to ground. We split into groups and set out on the run to capture them. After a short chase, we captured both men and I personally shot both of them. If I had it to do over, I’m not certain what I would do. I might shoot them again, and I might not—I just do not know.

“Killing does not bother me, and I’ve never lost any sleep over the incident. In any case, the war was over and those were the last two rounds I fired in anger. In 1989, a trooper from D Company informed me that after the war, he met the soldier who was wounded by the Germans at Privelack. The man had recovered from his wound. A ‘gut shot’ is a terrible wound. I was pleased to learn the man survived.”2

There were celebrations and encounters with the Russians, as officers and men of each army were naturally curious of the others. On May 10, Private First Class Frank Plebanek, with Company E, 325th, attended a dinner hosted by the Russians. “Captain [Frederick R.] Jones and Lieutenant Wallace were invited to a victory dinner by the Russian officers who were in charge of the town Grabow. I went along as driver, and we had a corporal, who could speak Polish, along as an interpreter. I think we only drove about eight or ten miles to get to the farmhouse and headquarters where they were giving the party. There was a six-foot-high stone fence along the road, with an eight-foot gateway into the courtyard behind the fence and in front of the house. I pulled in and parked the jeep so I could head out the gate, going forward, without having to turn around. A group of Russians were standing there, waiting for us.

“It was about 6:00 p.m., and the Russians invited us into the farmhouse. There was a long table with many chairs around it. There were six Russian officers, up to a rank of colonel. The captain and lieutenant sat with them at one end of the table, and I and the interpreter sat at the other end.

“There was a four-piece band of Russian soldier musicians, who played music softly as we sat down at the table. There was a tall glass of about sixteen ounces in front of each man. Soldiers acting as waiters filled every glass to within a quarter inch of the top with schnapps, a liquor which is very potent.

“The Russian colonel stood and everyone around the table followed suit. He picked up the glass full of liquor and motioned that we do the same. He proposed a toast to ‘Victory’ and the men of the Allied Armies. We had to drink all the liquor in the glass without stopping, before we could set the glass back on the table.

“The liquor went down without too much trouble, but exploded like a bomb about two minutes later. It felt like your stomach was on fire. The waiters brought out the food and we were served family style. All the food was placed on the table and you helped yourself. The only thing I remember about the dinner was the un-peeled boiled potatoes.

“Our glasses were filled almost to the top while we were eating. Captain Jones proposed a toast at the end of the meal, and we drank another of the full glasses of schnapps. It began to take effect almost immediately. I was becoming intoxicated to the point I could do anything. We sang along with the Russians while the music was playing.

“By 9:00 p.m. we were feeling no pain. Some of the Russians were doing some pretty fancy dancing to the music. They twirled and swung their legs and bounced up and down while everyone was laughing and clapping their hands. They stopped for a short while and we all had another glass of schnapps. We took a short break and the music started again. They motioned for one of the Americans to get up and do a dance. I had never danced in my life like I did that night as I tried to copy the movements of the Russians. They clapped and laughed and roared because they didn’t think any one of us could do it. When I finished, they all gathered around me and shook my hands, hugged me, and patted me on the back.

“By 10:00 p.m. the corporal had passed out from the liquor and was loaded into the back of the jeep. The rest of us were feeling no pain when we got into the jeep to return to our quarters.”3

One of the activities that the troopers used to pass the time was organized horse races, using horses confiscated at the time of the German surrender. The racetrack was known as “Sourkraut Downs.” Handicapping and betting was done almost as well as the racetracks in the United States.

On June 1, the division was relieved, and it began leaving the following morning by 40 and 8 boxcars and the organic transport by road to Camp Chicago near Laon, France, arriving on June 5. Another group of high-point officers and men left for the United States a few days later. The division was moved again, from June 12–15, to the town of Epinal, in the province of Lorraine, near Nancy.

In order to send the remaining high-point men in the 82nd Airborne Division home, a decision was made to exchange the high-point with the low-point men in the 507th Parachute Infantry Regiment of the 17th Airborne Division, which was going to be deactivated. The 507th officers and men would fill out the ranks of the division for the as-yet-unknown role of occupying Berlin.

On June 21, the 505th held a ceremony for about one thousand of the departing high-point men. Colonel Ekman and the troopers who were remaining paraded in review for the departing troopers, who then passed in review for Colonel Ekman and the troopers that would remain. It was highly emotional, as many of the troopers were parting with buddies and friends with whom they had fought alongside and shared their food and foxholes. Allen L. Langdon had served with Company C since Italy. “Even the most callous could not help [but] feel a surge of emotion as the veterans marched by, as it was not goodbye, but the end of an epic. Among those veterans were the remnants of the only parachute regiment in the world to make four combat jumps. They had trained in the blistering heat of Africa, and made the first regimental combat jump in Sicily. They had jumped at Salerno, when disaster threatened the American landing there. They had spearheaded the Normandy invasion, learning to outfight the Nazis on terrain in which the latter were already trained to fight. They had landed in Holland in the daytime, and together with the 504th captured the big bridge at Nijmegen. With no equipment or training for a bitter winter, they withstood the best of the SS panzer divisions, and then counterattacked successfully. They had guarded the Rhine River and smashed across the Elbe River to help capture an entire German army. In one war, their feats and courage became a legend, and there wasn’t a single commander in the European Theater of Operations who wouldn’t have welcomed them to his command. Nearly every veteran wore the Purple Heart Medal, and most had one or more Oak Leaf Clusters added to it. Decorations for valor were abundant. After nearly thirty months overseas, spent on two continents, involving six campaigns and seven river crossings, the remnants of one of the greatest fighting units ever assembled were on their way back home.”4

The 504th and 325th also bid goodbye to their high-point men. Both regiments had proud records as well. The 504th had jumped into Sicily, had been the first to jump at Salerno, and had stabilized and saved the beachhead there. They went on to fight in the Italian mountains, then came ashore at Anzio, stopping the breakthrough by the Hermann Göring Panzer Division. They jumped in Holland and captured the Grave bridge and the bridge over the Maas-Waal Canal. Three days later, they made the gallant crossing of the Waal River to capture the north ends of the two huge bridges at Nijmegen, in one of the greatest feat of arms of the war. They fought side-by-side with the 505th in Belgium, stopping the three best equipped and most powerful SS Panzer divisions in the entire German Army. Together with the 325th, they had cracked the Siegfried Line, defended the western side of the Rhine River, and pushed east of the Elbe River to save Denmark from Russian domination.

The 325th had held the important mountains on the north side of the Salerno beachhead against fierce German attacks. The regiment had made the largest glider landing in history at the time in Normandy, had made the courageous attacks to establish a bridgehead west of the Merderet Causeway, and had fought through the hedgerows and hills of Normandy. The 325th fought in the Kiekberg Woods and held the line against ferocious German attacks from the Reichswald. The troopers of the 325th fought valiantly in the Bulge, stopping German forces from encircling the division. With the 504th they had pierced the fortifications of the Siegfried Line, held the western side of the Rhine River, and driven east of the Elbe River to meet the Russians.

Each regimental combat team could lay claim to a proud history of great combat records. All of these things couldn’t have been accomplished without the supporting engineers, artillery, antitank forces, and other support elements that had fought just as well.

Despite his record of combat in Holland, Belgium, and Germany, Lieutenant Joe Meyers, the executive officer of Company D, 505th, didn’t quite have enough points to go home. “A week or two after our arrival in Epinal, [Colonel] Bill Ekman assembled the regiment and announced the 82nd Airborne Division would occupy the US sector in Berlin. Bill had just returned from Berlin and he painted a glowing picture of the assignment and the city. We would be America’s honor guard in the former German capital. He urged one and all to accompany the regiment to Berlin. I was a little short of the points needed to return home, so I decided to extend and go to Berlin. The Berlin assignment gave the 505 a new sense of purpose. Emphasis shifted from combat training to the skills of a spit and polish garrison soldier. The transition was relatively painless. Unlike many units in the immediate postwar ETO, the 82nd was a disciplined unit. The troops shaped up in good order, and there was time left over for recreation.”5

At the end of July, the troopers of the division loaded on 40 and 8s for the five-day train ride to Berlin, inside the Soviet Zone of Occupation, arriving between August 1 and 8. When his train arrived in the town of Helmstedt, Lieutenant Meyers was told to help get the men off the train. “After four days in boxcars, we looked more like tramps than soldiers. At Helmstedt, we marched a short distance to a large indoor swimming pool, where we showered, shaved, and swam before starting the final leg of our trip. There were several rail lines from Helmstedt to the Soviet Zone; however, once we crossed into Soviet territory the other lines had been removed, leaving a single line.

“We were to dress in Class A uniform and detrain at Tempelhof Station around 09:00 hours in the morning—09:00 hours came and went, without sign of Berlin. Around noon we arrived in the Berlin rail yards. The Soviets had removed all the automatic rail switching equipment, transported it to the Soviet Union, and replaced it with a manual system.

“We circled Berlin several times without reaching our destination, the Tempelhof Station. Around 16:00 in the evening, General Gavin located our train and flagged it down. He abandoned the idea of getting the regiment to Tempelhof Station, and we detrained somewhere in the US Zone. After a delay, trucks arrived and moved the 2nd Battalion to a camp located on Berliner Strasse, about a block from the Soviet T-34 Tank Monument.

“Governed by a Kommandantura made up of high-ranking members of the occupying powers, Berlin had four zones—American, British, French, and Soviet. In theory, we could move freely in and out of any of the city’s occupied zones. This was true in the American, British, and French Zones, but the Soviets obstructed and otherwise discouraged any allied entry into their zone. Of course, they continued to exercise their right to access zones of the other occupying powers.

“Our first order of business was to secure the outer perimeter of the US Zone. Surrounded by the Soviet Zone of Germany, the outer perimeter of all allied sectors of Berlin abutted occupied Soviet territory. Armed deserters from the Soviet Army roamed the streets of Berlin in gangs, murdering, raping, and looting. Other Soviet Army personnel, officer and enlisted, were simply unruly, troublemaking drunks. No one was safe, including American Army personnel. Roadblocks were established on main routes leading into the city in an effort to monitor and control military and civilian traffic.

“The Soviets tried to run over us roughshod. They ran roadblocks and fired their weapons indiscriminately. Our men were combat veterans and this did not sit well. The division killed about twenty Soviets the first month in Berlin. Orders forbade the carrying of weapons while off duty. Conditions were so bad, common sense dictated otherwise. On duty I carried a loaded issue pistol and off duty a concealed weapon.”6

Private First Class Plebanek, with Company E, 325th, arrived in Berlin traveling by jeep in the convoy of 325th vehicles. “I never saw such devastation. It seemed as if there wasn’t one building in the heart of Berlin that wasn’t damaged from bombing and shelling. We were quartered in apartment buildings in Mariendorf. It is a town adjoining Berlin, about nine miles due south from the center of Berlin.

“The company was assigned guard duty on many of the factories, office buildings, water works, power plants, telephone buildings and others. Guards were changed every four hours.

“We were required to carry weapons and to travel in pairs, because the German youth still wouldn’t accept the fact they had lost the war. If a soldier was caught alone he might be attacked and killed. Some of the bodies of Allied soldiers were found in the canals, where they had been dumped after being killed.”7

During the summer Lieutenant Meyers witnessed several incidents that typified the behavior of Soviet soldiers during the first couple of months the division was in the city. “While walking to the officer’s club, I heard a woman’s screams coming from a concrete drainage ditch near the T-34 Tank Monument. The Soviet soldier attempting to rape a German woman fled when I approached.

“One evening, a ¾-ton-truck driver stopped me and reported that a group of about thirty armed Soviets killed one of our men at a nearby theater. Armed with a submachine gun, we drove to the theater. The Soviet troops had already departed, leaving the body of the dead trooper.”8

A few weeks after arriving in Berlin, Lieutenant Meyers was called to Colonel Ekman’s headquarters for a special assignment. “The 505 would organize and train a company-sized-unit honor guard for visiting dignitaries. I was to select the personnel to man the company from units throughout the regiment. Ekman instructed me to set up a company tailor shop, barbershop, and other facilities in the unit’s area. He wanted the company organized and trained immediately. I selected a cadre from the 2nd Battalion and set about cleaning up an empty barracks. I sent an NCO with a jeep and trailer to locate and confiscate sewing machines, barber chairs, and other essential equipment for the shops. A few hours later, the items were in use.

“The following day, two military government agents informed me I was under investigation for unauthorized acquisition of private German assets. This came as a surprise to me and, I assume too, my regimental commander. The matter must have been settled out of court, because I kept the equipment and I heard no more about it.

“When the unit billets were ready, I selected about four officers and one hundred fifty men, all five foot eleven inches or taller, from other regimental units. For several weeks these men underwent intensive training in the manual of arms, drill, and ceremonies. Uniforms were tailored, rifle stocks boned and oiled, pistol belts blanco’d, helmets enameled, etc. After completing our training we greeted US senators and representatives, general officers, and other VIPs at Berlin District Headquarters and Tempelhof Airdrome.

“Each of the three regiments of the division had honor guard companies. The VIP traffic was lighter than anticipated. A single company could easily handle the duties; hence, we inactivated the escort company in the fall.”9

On V-J Day, Generals Eisenhower and Patton, Soviet Marshal Georgi Zhukov, and British Field Marshal Montgomery arrived at Tempelhof, where they reviewed the 82nd Honor Guard Company. After the review, General Patton said, “In all of my years in the Army and of all of the honor guards I’ve ever seen, the 82nd Berlin Honor Guard is the best.”10

As summer ended in Berlin, General Gavin was very happy with the division’s transformation from a combat unit to an occupation division. “Airborne warfare was entirely new in the US Army, and we were certain that there would be an airborne division in the postwar Army. We were sure, too, that it would be the 82nd.

“Then came the blow. In early October we received a cable from Washington informing us that the division was to be disbanded in Europe, that it was through.”11

The 101st Airborne Division had been selected to be the one airborne division that would be kept in the peacetime Army after the demobilization. This was a devastating blow to everyone in the division. Gavin received an anonymous letter from a lieutenant that stated, “We know that somewhere there will always be an 82nd Airborne Division, because it lives in the hearts of men. And somewhere, young men will dare the challenge to ‘Stand up and hook up’ and know that moment of pride and strength which is its reward.”12

Gavin made some calls to influential people in Washington in the hopes of getting the decision reversed, but to no avail. Gavin then turned to Lieutenant Colonel Barney Oldfield for help. Oldfield had been in the newspaper business, a radio announcer, and a Hollywood press agent for Warner Brothers Studio. He had qualified as a paratrooper in the summer of 1942 and was an early member of the 505th, when Gavin had been the regimental commander. Oldfield immediately put a plan together for a media blitz throughout the country, using stories of the officers and men of the division sent to their hometown newspapers, with a subtle message. Oldfield assembled a team of people to write the stories and solicited the help of the correspondents in Berlin. “There were a lot of correspondents hanging around the bars in Berlin and Paris press clubs with nothing to write about, so we encouraged any and everybody to send home to their newspapers ‘why’ stories—specifically, why not the 82nd as the surviving United States airborne division? If one of the correspondent’s head was throbbing from the previous night’s excesses, we had someone write his ‘why not the 82nd Airborne?’ story for him. As one of them, leaning against the bar, told me, ‘Hell, I’ll put my byline on any good writing!”13

Oldfield’s team sent out thirty-six bags of mail addressed to every newspaper with a circulation of over ten thousand and to every radio station in the United States. People read articles about their son, or brother, or husband, or friend and began sending letters with the newspaper clipping attached to their US congressional representative and to the secretary of war asking why the 82nd Airborne was being deactivated when it had a longer combat record than the 101st. The groundswell was successful.

Gavin received the great news in late November. “We were notified that the division would not be disbanded. Not only that—it would return to the United States shortly after the first of the year and it would march up Fifth Avenue in New York. We were, of course, elated, and we at once began preparations for the move and the parade.”14

On November 19 the division was relieved from occupation duty in Berlin and began the move to the United States. The division boarded 40 and 8s and moved first to Camp Chicago, where the division held as many as three parades daily in preparation for the New York City Victory Parade. The division was then moved to Camp Lucky Strike near La Havre on the northern coast of France. Then it was ferried across the English Channel, where it was billeted in British Army barracks to await the trip across the Atlantic.

After celebrating another Christmas overseas, the third for some, the division was moved to Southampton, where it boarded the Queen Mary ocean liner for the trip back home. On December 29, 1945, that ship left for the United States. Lieutenant Joe Meyers was now the commanding officer of Company D, 505th. “About eighteen thousand troops were crammed into the huge vessel’s bowels. Our tiny stateroom held twelve officers. We slept in canvas bunks a few inches apart and tiered four high. The open space in the middle of the room was about the size of a card table. If two occupants stood up, the remaining ten had to be in bed or outside the room. The lavatory and commode were available for use, but the bathtub was stacked high with baggage. All passengers ate two meals [daily], a breakfast of kippers and eggs and one other meal. The winter of ’45–’46 had some of the heaviest weather in recorded history. Seas were so high, the open decks of the Queen were closed.”15

As the Queen Mary approached New York City, Private First Class Robert Hunt, with Company B, 325th, stood on the crowded deck with almost everyone else on the ship. “When we passed by the Statue of Liberty it was a wonderful feeling, because we were home. There were over 20,000 troopers on board, and you couldn’t hear a sound. It’s hard to describe.”16

It was January 3—the 82nd Airborne Division was just about home. Lieutenant Meyers took in all of the unforgettable sights of that homecoming. “It was a thrilling experience to sail past the Perth Amboy lighthouse and the Statue of Liberty. Ferryboats carrying bands, fireboats, and all manner of craft greeted us as the tugboats moved the Queen Mary up the East River to the dock. My first sergeant was beside himself. From the deck, he pointed out his home where his wife and family were waiting to greet him. Later in the day, we debarked and moved by train to Camp Shanks. As we came down the gangplank, we were handed a small carton of cold, fresh milk. I hadn’t tasted fresh milk in over a year and a half. How sweet it was!

“Upon our arrival at nearby Camp Shanks, a T-bone steak dinner awaited the troops. The following day it was more practice parades.”17

On the morning of January 12, 1946, the 82nd Airborne Division moved by truck and rail from Camp Shanks to Manhattan to prepare to march down Fifth Avenue in the great New York City Victory Parade. As Lieutenant Joe Meyers was getting his men formed up prior to the commencement of the parade, “an elderly lady approached for a close-up look at my troopers. She turned to me and said, ‘Why, you are only babies!’

“I remember my reply, ‘Lady, those are the toughest babies you have ever seen.’ We were young. I had turned twenty-three less than a month earlier. The troopers probably averaged twenty years of age. Properly trained and led, troops in the eighteen- to twenty-year age group make excellent combat soldiers. This was particularly true of young soldiers who served in volunteer units.

“It was a beautiful parade. Recorded in both still and motion pictures, the marching was the best I have ever seen. Leading D Company down Fifth Avenue and past the reviewing stand ranks among the proudest moments of my thirty year career. As we passed the reviewing stand, I heard the familiar voices of O. B. Carr and Tom McClean call out to me from the stands. Tom had recovered from the wounds he received in Holland. Stationed at the Parachute School at Fort Benning, Tom and O. B. were part of a group that flew to New York to witness the parade.

“Millions of service men and women returned to the US from overseas following World War II, but I was one of the few lucky ones that marched in the Victory Parade in New York City in January 1946.”18

As the division marched, Private First Class Robert Hunt, with Company B, 325th, soaked in the entire experience of “ticker-tape and papers flying from buildings, people screaming and yelling, ‘Welcome home.’ It made us feel real good and proud to be an American.”19

Unlike most of his fellow officers, Lieutenant Meyers decided to make a career in the US Army. “The following day we boarded trains and headed for army separation centers near our homes for discharge or, in my case, forty-five days of R&R (rest and relaxation). We didn’t know it at the time, but the bonds of comradeship forged in combat were in many cases sufficiently strong to endure for the balance of our lives.”20

Martha Gellhorn, the famed Ernest Hemingway’s wife, covered the 82nd Airborne Division during the Holland campaign for Collier’s magazine. She wrote an article entitled “Rough and Tumble,” in which she commented:

You are always happy [being] with fine combat troops, because in a way no people are as intensely alive as they are. You do not notice the rain too much, or the ugly soaked flat land, or the sadness of the yellowing trees that are rotting limply from summer into the nakedness of winter. You do not
think too much about what war costs, because you are too busy being alive for the day—too busy laughing and listening and looking. And you forget about the crude wooden crosses that mark where just such boys lie in Sicily and Italy and France and now Holland. You forget about the hospital in Nijmegen where devoted, weary men work in operating rooms that never cease to be appalling, no matter how many such operating rooms you have seen. You forget, too, that the boys who last it out intact and whole have nevertheless given up these years which were intended to be young and happy.


The years are gone. But, thinking it over afterward, you wonder what happens to a magnificent division of brave men after the war. And you wonder who is going to thank them, and will it be enough?21

 

After the war, each man had to determine what he was going to do with the rest of his life. Jim Megellas, a highly decorated platoon leader with Company H, 504th, understood that each young man had undergone a transformation from civilian to combat veteran and would have to return again to being a law-abiding citizen at the war’s end.

“We were not the offspring of a militaristic society. Although military service was respected and deemed essential to preserving our way of life, it was not glorified. A generation ago we had fought a war to end all wars and to make the world safe for democracy. We were the products of a peaceful nation that harbored no ill will toward any other nation or coveted any other country’s territory or resources. As a nation we sought to keep out of others’ disputes and to be left in peace.

“In volunteering for the paratroopers and almost certain combat, we were embarking on a venture that our short span of life in a free society had not prepared us for. None of us had ever been exposed to the kind of violence, destruction, and brutality we would soon be facing. Many of the paratroopers aboard the Liberty ships crossing the Atlantic Ocean were still in their teens, and some had not yet finished high school. Most had not reached the legal age of twenty-one required to vote or to frequent a tavern to buy a beer on their own.

“Most of us were not philosophically bent or motivated to fighting for a higher cause, but we had been reared to distinguish between right and wrong. The forces of evil had been running rampant across Europe, leaving a path of death and destruction in their wake.

“We were introduced to the brutality of war and found ourselves in a strange and unnatural situation. Nothing we had ever experienced or known in the course of our young lives or had learned in the span of our brief military experience could have possibly prepared us for what we would soon be experiencing. If we had any glimmer of hope for survival or to cope with what lay ahead we had to undergo a complete transformation from young, peace-loving men to avowed killers. To be sure, the metamorphic change would be gut wrenching, but if we survived our baptism of fire it would happen as certain as night follows day.

“The first days on the battlefield are fraught with anxiety and fear, not necessarily fear of death, because we had already come to terms with that when we volunteered for the paratroopers, but fear of the unknown. How would we react the first time we faced an enemy onslaught? Would we stand up to him and not let our buddies down who relied on us?

“Once we engaged the enemy in close combat and saw both friend and foe killed in action, any doubts or fears we may have harbored soon vanished. There was no turning back or returning home until the war ended unless badly wounded or in a wooden box.

“Our military occupational specialty (MOS) became clear; kill our enemy, the German soldier. The alternative was to be killed by our enemy. To become successful… we had to develop a profound hatred for another human being we did not know and for whom we held no personal animosity.

“The transformation from a young, peace-loving, teenaged paratrooper to a hardened killer was requisite not only for destroying the enemy but for survival itself. Most seasoned combat soldiers stoically accepted their lot. Death of your comrades in battle was not unexpected and was accepted without remorse. It only served to strengthen the resolve to kill your enemy and even the score.

“When a replacement, enlisted man or officer, was sent to my company, he was assigned to one of the three platoons or to one of the squads, depending on his rank. Joining the unit when it was off the front lines in a rest area, the new man quickly found his niche and was welcomed by the combat-experienced veterans. Generally, however, replacements joined a unit while in combat on the front lines, replacing men who had fallen in battle. Without a steady infusion of replacements, the unit could not have continued in combat as a viable force.

“For an enlisted replacement his squad leader, a non-commissioned officer (NCO), became the most important man in the United States Army. It was this sergeant who would lead him in attacks against the enemy and on night patrols behind enemy lines. It was his squad leader he would look to first for his well-being. Beyond the trooper’s squad, he would look to buddies in his platoon and company with whom his fate and hopes for survival were linked and interwoven.

“Many men can cite a particular place, a specific time or battle when the transformation to the role of a killer took place and when he no longer held fear of death. From that point until the end of hostilities, the purpose in being of a combat soldier was clearly defined. In my personal experience the metamorphosis took place on the Anzio beachhead where I killed my first German with a Tommy gun at close range. At Anzio, H Company was cut off and surrounded, suffering heavy casualties. Men were killed all around me, but I was lucky to only be wounded and survive. From that day in February 1944 until the end of the war some sixteen months later, I had only one purpose in my life—lead my platoon in battle and kill Germans. Fortunately, after I had been wounded twice at Anzio, the Germans never again found me in the sights of their guns. From that time forward, from Anzio through the end of the war, I did not miss a day of combat while my regiment was on the line.

“When the trooper’s squad or platoon was in the attack or on a night patrol behind enemy lines, he fought as part of the team who looked out for each other. He would follow his squad leader or platoon leader without hesitation or question. In due course, if he survived, he became battle wise and reacted instinctively to the perils he faced. In combat he and his buddies had just one objective—kill Germans and survive the process. The men who fought with him became more than his buddies or comrades in arms. A relationship developed between them that transcended brotherhood.

“Mortal combat is a dehumanizing experience. After weeks and months of continuous combat, deprived of the most rudimentary elements of civilized life, burrowing a hole in the ground as a shield from enemy fire, and existing on bare subsistence rations, the combat infantryman lived like an animal, developing an instinct for survival.

“He was not immune to the ravages of nature. Twenty-four hours a day, seven days a week, he absorbed whatever nature threw at him on the front lines: snow, ice, sleet, rain, and mud, bitter cold or oppressive heat. In combat the dogface seldom, if ever, found respite from the elements of nature, over which he had no control or recourse.

“Enduring and overcoming every obstacle he faced, natural or man made, was part of the transformation a paratrooper had to undergo in order to survive. On a broader scale, after an extended period of combat, this transformation affected an entire unit. When this happened a regiment or division became known as an elite unit, and its men and officers were considered seasoned veterans. But in reality, this was the result of the successful transformation of neophyte soldiers into hardened killers, young men aged beyond their years.

“After the combat soldier became proficient in his struggle to kill the enemy, he would endure great hardships and deprivation in pursuit of his quarry. Nothing else seemed to matter. It was the only purpose in his being. The transformation became complete when killing the enemy became an enjoyable experience, a metamorphosis that is difficult to explain in Judeo-Christian terms. It is understandable only by soldiers who survived long periods of combat against an enemy intent on killing them.

“After the tide of battle turned in Belgium in the winter of 1944–45 and the German Wehrmacht began retreating into Germany, the finale of what had seemed to be an endless war finally appeared to be in sight. As we followed the Wehrmacht in rapid pursuit through Germany, our MOS began to change. Instead of dead German bodies littering the landscape, it was now hordes of surrendering Germans clogging roads leading away from the front. Suddenly the war and the killing were over. Any doubts we had harbored about surviving and returning home were now over.

“As of necessity, we would soon be undergoing another transformation, this time from battle hardened killers who had reveled in their accomplishments to the peaceful young men and the home we had left, far removed from the battlefield, months and years ago. For some, returning home separated from his buddies who were in reality the family he knew, the transformation would not come quickly or easily. A period of adjustment would inevitably follow, but again, as certain as night follows day, the transformation would take place sooner for some than others.

“In January 1946 after almost two and one half years in the European Theater of Operations, most of it in combat, I returned to my home and family in Fond du Lac, Wisconsin. When the war ended and I left the service, my love affair with a Thompson submachine gun, sniper’s rifle, and Colt .45 pistol ended. I had no further need for them in a free, democratic society where disputes are settled by the rule of law and not by force of arms. I have not felt insecure since.

“The most difficult adjustment I faced after returning home was the separation from my combat buddies. I found I had little in common with classmates and prewar friends who had not experienced the brutality of mortal combat. I found it difficult to communicate with anyone who had not seen the horrors of war. We were on different wavelengths. To be sure, they were still my friends, but it would be some time before they could fill the void in my life left by the separation from my combat buddies.

“As returning combat veterans we were now challenged to display the same level of devotion to becoming useful, productive members of society that we had displayed on the battlefield. I’m proud to say, fifty-six years later, that my comrades in arms and the other returning combat veterans of World War II accepted that challenge and continued serving their community and nation with the same dedication and devotion they showed on the battlefield.”22

All of the returning officers and men had at one time or another asked themselves this question: Were the terrible costs in lives, crippling wounds, mental trauma, frostbite, trenchfoot, and malaria worth it? Walter E. Hughes, who had served in Company I, 504th, thought about his experiences this way: “I had seen many of my fellow troopers die right next to me. I had seen many of them grievously wounded, with legs split open and huge chunks of flesh torn from their torsos. It was a horrible feeling, and we seemed to justify it by the so many German dead everywhere you looked. No eighteen year old should have to experience that kind of carnage. It would take the death camp at Wöbbelin to convince me it was all worth it. Up to that time the enemy was soldiers from another country, Germany. With Wöbbelin, it became the whole German race. How could people be led so that they could destroy generations of people just because they were of a different religion or race? To this day, I have never forgotten it.”23

Zane Schlemmer, who had served with the 2nd Battalion, 508th, tried to suppress the painful memories of the war after his discharge in November 1945. A return visit to France helped him deal with those memories. “I tried to submerge and to black out any and all thoughts of those fateful days and months, but they would somehow subconsciously come out periodically.

“In the early 1970s, I suddenly realized that those years were a part of me, that they were now history, that nothing I could do would change those memories, which were at best, bittersweet. In 1974, I returned to Normandy and to Europe to re-walk those farms, fields, forests, and towns that I had known in a different capacity so many years before. I searched out and found the apple orchard in which I had landed. I met the people of Normandy who had lived there those days and who welcomed us into their homes and into their hearts, and who will always treasure their liberation. But above all, I found a peace within myself and I discovered to my surprise, that all paratroopers can, indeed, shed tears.

“In 1977 the wonderful people of Picauville, France, arranged a plaque near the field where I landed and honored me by renaming the adjacent road, ‘Rue Zane Schlemmer.’ The farmer, Pierre Cotelle who collected World War II artifacts from his fields and marshes for many years, named his collection, ‘Museum de Zane Schlemmer.’And all this, because one night many years before, a young paratrooper returned to give back to them the same thing that their French General Lafayette had helped our Revolutionary Army obtain for us many decades prior—liberty.”24

Most of the veterans of the 82nd Airborne Division were discharged after being wounded or sent home on points or after the Victory Parade. A few stayed with the division, but most moved to the next stage of their lives, that of being civilians. A good number took advantage of the greatest investment that the US Government has ever made, the GI Bill, which gave them the opportunity to attend college. As a result, many enlisted men became successful businessmen, physicians, teachers, attorneys, and scientists. One common theme is they approached their civilian lives like they did the army. If they were going to do something, they wanted to be the best. Men brave enough to jump out of an airplane at night, under fire, and in enemy territory weren’t about to be frightened by the challenges of starting a new business or getting an advanced degree.

Many of the men were severely wounded during the war. Walter S. VanPoyck had lost a leg, with the other badly injured, in Holland, but returned to his job at Eastern Airlines, where he had a successful career. James Newcomer also lost a leg and had the other severely injured but went on to do demanding work for the US Government’s Defense Contract Administration Services Agency. Bill Bishop badly injured his leg in the Normandy jump, and after a medical discharge he saved his money and began a watch repair business that blossomed into a successful retail jewelry store business.

Men such as Dean McCandless and Daryle Whitfield became physicians; others such as Bill Tucker and Bob Murphy became attorneys; still others such as Frank Bilich worked in the construction field, working on the building of some of Chicago’s great commercial buildings.

Ed Jarman taught chemistry at my high school, mentoring and inspiring young people such as astronaut Willie McCool and my brother, who majored in analytical chemistry in college and became a highly successful orthopedic surgeon. Mr. Jarman never talked about his service during the war, and I was unaware of it until writing this book.

Some men continued to serve the people of the United States in other capacities. Father Philip M. Hannan served people of the Catholic Church and is currently archbishop emeritus of the Archdiocese of New Orleans, Louisiana. Jim Megellas chose to continue to serve the people of the United States through dangerous work in the Foreign Service of the US State Department, assigned to such troubled spots as Vietnam, Yemen, and Colombia, to name a few. Some men found a way to stay connected with the military by serving with the Veterans Administration, helping their fellow veterans.

A number of the men and officers stayed in the military. Some became sergeant majors or command sergeant majors for units in Korea and Vietnam. Among them were Paul Nunan, W. A. Jones, Basil Plumley, and Horace Pearl, who had the distinction of making four combat jumps with the 505th during World War II and two more with the 187th Regimental Combat Team in Korea. Frank L. Dietrich, a platoon sergeant with the 82nd, rose to the rank of colonel and retired with three combat infantryman badges in three wars as well as every medal awarded for valor except the Congressional Medal of Honor. Elmo Bell rose from a private to sergeant with the 82nd, retiring as a brigadier general with the Mississippi National Guard.

Jack Norton rose to the rank of three-star general, commanding the 1st Cavalry Division (Airmobile) in Vietnam. Bob Piper, Doug Dillard, Ed Sims, James J. Meyers, and Francis Naughton rose to the rank of colonel.

The division’s senior officers held some of the US military’s most important positions in later years. General Omar N. Bradley led US 12th Army Group in Europe during World War II and later became the first chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff. General Matthew B. Ridgway commanded all US and UN forces in Korea after succeeding General Douglas McArthur and retired in 1955 after serving as chief of staff of the US Army. General James M. Gavin led a varied career after the war. He became the chief of research and development for the US Army, where he pioneered and developed the concept of air mobility and the airmobile doctrine that was used in Vietnam and beyond. After retiring from the army, he served as the chairman of the board of the prestigious Arthur D. Little consulting firm. He was an adviser to President John F. Kennedy, who appointed Gavin ambassador to France. After commanding the 101st Airborne Division during World War II, General Maxwell D. Taylor succeeded Ridgway as commander of US and UN forces in Korea, then as army chief of staff. Taylor then went on to hold the position of chairman of the joint chiefs of staff, was a special adviser to President Kennedy, and later was appointed ambassador to South Vietnam by President Johnson.

The officers and men of the 82nd Airborne Division left a lasting mark on the freed peoples of Europe that has lasted to this day. Bernard Weil, who had served with the 2nd Battalion, 505th, met a young Dutch woman while in Nijmegen, Holland. He became acquainted with her family and stayed in touch with them after the war. “I corresponded with Miss Thoonsen after I had seen the parents of Lieutenant John Dodd [Company F, 505th, killed in Hunner Park], who lived in Richmond, Virginia. In the course of events, Miss Thoonsen adopted the gravesite of Dodd and cared for it.”25

For virtually every man who served in the 82nd Airborne during World War II, their comrades were closer than brothers, regardless of rank during the war. As General Ridgway put it, “…men who have shared combat together forever afterward have a common bond, no matter what their differences in rank may be.”26

Captain Roy E. Creek, commanding Company E, 507th, felt “privileged to have participated and am most grateful for my association with so many wonderful and dedicated men, who almost to a man represented their home, country, and family with great valor.”27

The men who helped Arthur B. “Dutch” Schultz (who had served with Company C, 505th) survive World War II have remained in his thoughts ever since. “Men like Captains Anthony Stefanich, Jack Tallerday; Lieutenants Gus Sanders, Gerald Johnson; and Sergeants Herman R. Zeitner, Sylvester Meigs, and Elmo Bell… to name only a few, were largely responsible for my transformation to a combat infantryman able to do his job.

“Not only were these men superb leaders both in and out of combat, but more importantly, they took seriously the responsibility of placing the welfare of their men above their own needs. Moreover, they were not overwhelmed with their own importance. I never realized it until years later that I owed them a debt of gratitude for helping me to frame some concepts of leadership that I used in subsequent years.”28

Bill Tucker, a highly successful attorney and a government official during the Kennedy Administration, wrote these words: “Vivid memories linger: long lines of marching jump boots on regimental parade, faces alive and dead, airplane engines roaring, 88 shells screaming. The 82nd Airborne was not just another of the great fighting divisions of World War II or other wars. It was an institution of immortality like Rommel’s Afrika Korps or the elite wagon units of Napoleon’s Grand Army. Anyone who served with the 82nd from Africa to Berlin never really left the 82nd in spirit. No other educational or maturing processes ever equaled the impact of being an 82nd trooper. We always remembered the words: ‘Never retreat. Never accept defeat.’ My 82nd Airborne education has been invaluable to me in terms of taking on any tough job—and getting it done.

“The years went by quickly, but I never, never forgot my military service with the 82nd Airborne in World War II. All this is to say that I didn’t regret one minute of service as I sit here today—whether a minute of joy or defying death.

“As I look back, I often think of things we never forgot—the values that we fought to preserve, which were loosely called ‘freedom.’ Those values were the life-blood of our generation: honor and pride in self, family, and country; the giving and acceptance of discipline; and the moral standards of our times and our communities.

“And there are others who do not forget. Once or twice a month, when I park at a supermarket, someone, a stranger, will look my way and say, ‘thank you’ or give me a salute. It takes me a minute or so, but then I realize they have seen the Purple Heart registration plate on my car and know it can only be given to combat servicemen wounded in action by the enemy.”29

Some of the surviving veterans of the 82nd Airborne Division still return to Europe to visit the battlefields of their youth, where they won time after time against overwhelming odds. These men never forget the friends and comrades they left behind in cemeteries. The men buried in those cemeteries will always be young in the minds of these aging veterans. That’s how they remember them. Bill Tucker and Howard “Goody” Goodson, who both served in Company I, 505th, returned to Europe in 1999 on one of their many visits to Europe. Tucker remembers the visit they made to the “huge American cemetery, Henri-Chapelle, in Belgium. At the cemetery, we had thirteen I Company guys to visit. Goody was in severe pain with a bad hip, which was due to be replaced, but he insisted on going to every grave with me. It was a tough job to cover all thirteen graves at that cemetery even with normal health.”30

The veterans who survived the war have looked at every day since as a bonus that the men who were killed didn’t get to enjoy. Men like Roy King have lived each day to the fullest. “Sixty years later, do I regret anything? Of course! I cannot walk as far or remember as well. Would I change anything if I could? No! It has been a good life and I have lived it well!”

Charles Miller from Company D, 505th, eloquently summed up his feelings and those of many of the other veterans of the 82nd Airborne Division describing the “airborne spirit” and the incredibly close bonds they share to this day. “What can I tell you about the airborne people? I can tell you they’re brothers. They’re brothers. I never have made such good friends as I made in the service. Those guys would give you their last dollar if your wife was sick or you needed some money for your mother or something. They’d take up a collection from the company and give it to you. And you never paid them back. They didn’t want it back. They wouldn’t take it.

“And that’s the way we were in battle. When a guy needed help, he got it. He didn’t have to say, ‘Hey, come here, help me.’ If a guy was there, he’d help him right off the bat.

“So, I think it was a terrific experience for me to be in the airborne with the 82nd Airborne Division, especially the 505, and especially D Company.

“I don’t know anyone in the other companies, because I was a private. I knew my squad and some of the other guys, but that was it. But, our squad fought, lived, and died together.

“I’m very thankful for the opportunity that I had as a young man to give what I could to my country, and I know all the other guys feel the same. There was no draft dodging among the airborne. Airborne was strictly volunteer…

“I love to go to Fort Bragg and watch those young guys march. I asked one of the guys up there, ‘What can you stop with that bazooka?’ He said, ‘Anything that moves.’ Now, that’s the kind of men we need in our services.

“I’m about through with the crying, and I’m very glad. It’s awful hard to talk and cry at the same time. But, it brings back some very fine memories. And some very bad memories, too. But, so be it… Airborne All The Way.”31
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