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Introduction “29, Let’s Go!”


From Brittany to the Reich is the third volume of what I anticipate will be a five-volume history of the 29th Infantry Division from its mobilization in February 1941 until its return to the States in January 1946. The first volume, Beyond the Beachhead, published in 1989 and updated in 2005, chronicles the division’s activities from its call-up at Maryland, Virginia, and District of Columbia National Guard armories through the end of the Normandy campaign in August 1944, including the monumental Omaha Beach invasion and the titanic battle for the key Norman cities of St. Lô and Vire. From Beachhead to Brittany relates the story of the 29th Division’s transfer from Normandy to the crucial Breton city of Brest, occupied by a formidable enemy garrison of more than 40,000 men, and whose massive harbor Generals Eisenhower and Bradley craved as an immediate solution to the Allies’ mounting logistical predicament in the aftermath of the Normandy breakout. The top brass expected Brest to be in Allied hands by the end of August. Instead, savage fighting endured until mid-September, by which time the situation on the Western Front had changed so profoundly that Eisenhower ultimately decided against restoring Brest’s devastated harbor.

In little more than three months of nearly continuous combat, the 14,000-man 29th Division had suffered close to 15,000 battle casualties, an unspeakable ordeal that completely turned over personnel—in some cases two or three times—in nearly all of the division’s eighty-one rifle platoons, each comprised of forty-one men. Almost all of the 29th Division’s original Maryland and Virginia guardsmen had become casualties, their places filled by thousands of anxious and lonely replacements who knew little about the 29th and even less about their new comrades-in-arms. In a matter of days at the front, those replacements quickly discovered the implicit truth in the muttering of shell-shocked veterans: over time, and short of final victory, all riflemen would eventually be removed from the front line on a stretcher. The lucky ones would still be breathing, recipients of tender care from medics and rear-echelon doctors and nurses; the unlucky ones would be dead, cared for not by doctors and nurses, but by graves registration personnel.

Why five volumes to recount the history of just one of nearly one hundred U.S. Army and Marine Corps divisions that participated in World War II, especially one whose period in combat endured only eleven months? The immediate answer to that question is that such a comprehensive story is a fitting and valuable acknowledgment of the service of all of the American divisions that waged war against ruthless enemies from 1942 to 1945. True, my narrative may cover only a single unit, but the descriptions of battle and life out of the line should be familiar to all who served in ground combat units in World War II, particularly those members of the many storied divisions that bore the brunt of the fighting in the European and Mediterranean theaters from the November 1942 invasion of North Africa until V-E Day in May 1945.

The 29th Division’s harrowing combat period was obviously not unique. Indeed, it is astonishing to note that the 32,000 battle deaths suffered by only seven U.S. Army units—the 1st, 3rd, 4th, 9th, 29th, 45th, and 90th Infantry Divisions—amounted to 11 percent of the 291,000 Americans killed in action throughout World War II in all branches of military service, despite the fact that at any given time, those seven divisions totaled fewer than 100,000 men and represented but a tiny fraction of the nearly 12 million American men in uniform in 1944. If there is one prevailing theme to the 29th Division’s story, therefore, it is that ordinary American riflemen—the pitiable “dogfaces”—carried America to victory in World War II and, in so doing, suffered an inordinate quantity of casualties in relation to their number as a whole. That story is at once inspirational and extraordinarily sobering.

In a more personal sense, when I first interacted with 29th Division veterans more than thirty years ago, I was profoundly touched from the start by the realization that I had been drawn into the same sort of poignant human history that had entranced me in my youth during exploration of battlefields alongside my long-suffering parents during the Civil War centennial. Out of the bonds forged with 29th Division veterans over many years, there emerged a rare opportunity any good historian would gladly accept, one that I was privileged to stumble upon. Assuming I possessed the requisite patience and persistence—and I harbored acute doubt that I did—that chance could eventually yield not only a detailed chronicle of American men at war that would contribute materially to our understanding of U.S. Army combat operations in World War II, but also relate a story that the ex-warriors themselves for the most part had refrained from articulating after the war, either to family or friends, for fear of receiving an uncomprehending or unsympathetic audience.

Just as important as my enduring friendships with countless 29ers across three decades was my introduction to, and later management of, the Maryland National Guard’s marvelous collection of original 29th Division records and photographs held in the Fifth Regiment Armory in Baltimore. For more than a quarter of a century, I have benefited immeasurably from having the freedom to study and learn at my leisure from this priceless archive, and when ultimately the State of Maryland Military Department hired me as a historian to preserve, catalogue, and enhance that collection, I benefited still more. It was both chilling and thrilling to hold responsibility for the 29th Division’s official papers, brought home in their entirety in 1946 by the diligent Lt. Col. William Witte, the 29th’s wartime operations officer. Most of these documents had lain unexamined in boxes for decades. Over time, this collection has been significantly augmented with daily morning reports from almost every 29th Division company or battery; unpublished memoirs of more than a hundred 29ers; a voluminous collection of my correspondence with and biographical information on some 1,600 members of the division; and rare combat film footage of 29th Division troops during World War II. Supplementing all of these precious historical resources has been the undeniably spellbinding work environment of the Fifth Regiment Armory, in which one can perform research while sitting in the same room as invaluable 29th Division artifacts, such as General Gerhardt’s jeep, Vixen Tor; various regimental colors and company guidons carried overseas during World War II; and the general’s “war room” guestbook, signed by the likes of Dwight Eisenhower, Bernard Montgomery, Omar Bradley, and Bill Mauldin.

That the 29th Infantry Division was and remains a family becomes obvious to anyone who attends an annual reunion, a D-Day anniversary dinner, or the funeral of a faithful World War II 29er. One cannot deny, however, that during World War II the 29th Division family was at times dysfunctional, ruled with an iron hand by an old-school martinet. Nevertheless, the principal sentiment holding the family together, then and now, is the somber comprehension shared by wartime 29ers of the extraordinary number of comrades who died in battle in a time period amounting to a mere snippet of world history and the far greater number of men physically or spiritually traumatized by the experience.

I suppose I could have approached the 29th Division story dispassionately, detailing the military operations undertaken by the division using the straightforward academic methods by which professional historians are trained. For me, however, the old adage adhered to by veteran authors—“know your audience”—precluded that technique. These 29th Division narratives are written not for a scholarly audience, but for all those men, regardless of unit, who endured the World War II ground combat experience, as well as for the multitude of their increasingly curious progeny who crave to understand their forebears’ role in a global cataclysm of which fewer and fewer Americans have direct memories. Indeed, one of the most common themes expressed to me by 29ers over the years has been their near-total ignorance of the monumental events in which they were direct participants. Aside from knowing where they were fighting—and even that perception was astonishingly imprecise—the proverbial fog of war and the dual desire to survive and follow orders prevented almost every American soldier below general officer rank from distinguishing the “big picture” and, in fact, from comprehending any event taking place beyond their field of vision.

Ultimately, if readers of this volume and its companions gain a modest awareness of the abnormal and deadly world populated by American fighting men during World War II and an appreciation of the context of the great events in which those men participated, I consider my effort worthwhile.

29TH INFANTRY DIVISION ORGANIZATION

In fall 1944, the 29th Infantry Division, at least on paper, consisted of about 14,300 men. Typically, however, battle and non-battle casualties reduced that number by a considerable factor. Several non-divisional units attached on a semi-permanent basis, including tank, tank destroyer, and antiaircraft battalions, augmented the division’s manpower and combat strength. The heart of the 29th Division’s military muscle was its three 3,100-man infantry regiments: the 115th (1st Maryland), the 116th (Stonewall Brigade), and the 175th (5th Maryland). (According to a venerable U.S. Army custom, the word “regiment” is considered superfluous when referring to units of regimental size, and references such as “115th Infantry” always imply regiments.)

A regiment was configured into three 870-man battalions, designated simply 1st, 2nd, and 3rd and typically commanded by a major or lieutenant colonel. Battalions in turn were broken down into companies: A, B, C, and D in the 1st; E, F, G, and H in the 2nd; I, K, L, and M in the 3rd. (By convention, no U.S. Army regiment contained a J Company.) Companies D, H, and M were heavy-weapons companies, armed with six 81-millimeter mortars and eight .30-caliber water-cooled machine guns. All other lettered companies were rifle companies.

Rifle companies were organized into three forty-one-man rifle platoons and a single thirty-five-man weapons platoon, equipped with three 60-millimeter mortars and two .30-caliber air-cooled machine guns. In turn, each rifle platoon was broken down into three twelve-man rifle squads and a five-man platoon headquarters. Led by a staff sergeant, a rifle squad was equipped with eleven M1 rifles and a single Browning automatic rifle.

The 29th Division also included thousands of non-infantry soldiers, among them artillerymen, engineers, cavalrymen, military policemen, signalmen, and medical, ordnance, and quartermaster personnel.

29TH INFANTRY DIVISION, SEPTEMBER 18, 1944
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	Capt. Henry Reed
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	Maj. Miles Shorey
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	Maj. Claude Melancon



	3rd Battalion
	Lt. Col. William Blandford







ONE

An American Art of War

1. HOLD OR DIE

They emerged into the sunlight by the thousands. The forlorn hordes hobbled out of their subterranean hiding places and gathered in ragged lines on the cratered esplanade outside the submarine pens, looking like pitiable immigrants thronging Ellis Island after a rough trans-Atlantic voyage. They carried dilapidated suitcases, rolled-up overcoats, and brown fur-lined knapsacks filled with personal items, most of which would soon end up on a trash heap. Then they waited patiently, just as they always had, hoping that someone in authority would tell them what to do. For them, the war was over; given the intensity of the recent battle, which had endured for more than six appalling weeks, surely they were lucky to be alive. Perhaps the American propaganda leaflets that had fluttered down on the Germans had been right: an honorable surrender was indeed the only way to depart this wretched city alive so that when the war reached its inevitable conclusion, they could return home and reunite with their families.

The victors heard them coming long before they came into view. It began with the muffled clomp-clomp-clomp of trudging feet, growing in resonance by the minute as the glum columns of German captives climbed the harborside’s steep hills to the prisoner of war camps in the interior. Only when the multitudes finally crested the hills did the magnitude of the enemy’s capitulation dawn on the triumphant Americans. The days of goose-stepping automatons marching with the pounding beat of a jackhammer at a Nazi rally in Nuremberg were over. Instead, the astonishingly long procession of prisoners, including a few disconsolate French women who had unwisely cast their hearts with the enemy, shuffled pathetically past their subjugators in a manner that was decidedly unmilitary. One American observer noted “the sorry plight of Hitler’s supermen” and added that the prisoners all had “a filthy, mole-like color from continuous existence in holes in the ground.” The shabby appearance and despondent behavior of the Germans were indisputably a direct reflection of the totality of their defeat.

The fog of war had dissipated for a moment, and the attentive American onlookers could not fail to be impressed at the unfolding spectacle. The enemy came on and on, passing endless rows of bombed-out buildings and the all-pervading wreckage of pulverized stone, shattered glass, and smashed furniture, piled up so haphazardly in the street that it would take days to clear a path, not to mention the years required to restore vitality to neighborhoods that had suffered the worst of war’s many misfortunes. In the current conflict, modern weapons had demonstrated time and again their power to wreak havoc on vibrant urban areas representing centuries of human labor. But this renowned seafaring city of Brest, on the western tip of France’s Brittany peninsula in the picturesque region known as Finistère, was something altogether different. The absolute level of destruction here exceeded virtually anything that had come before in World War II—on any front, from St. Lô to Kiev.

That the Americans had brought about such a devastating defeat to their reviled enemy yielded grim satisfaction, for that was the task millions of GIs had crossed the Atlantic to fulfill. True, if the achievement of that task could only be defined by the seizure of Berlin and the death of Hitler, the road home could still be long and arduous. But on September 18, 1944, the day the Germans surrendered Brest, even the lowliest private in the European theater could perceive that the long journey was much closer to its end than its beginning.

Would the Nazis meet their demise by Christmas 1944? Many in the highest reaches of the Anglo-American command thought so, and their record of uninterrupted success since the Normandy breakout in late July seemingly corroborated that presumption. The enemy’s smash-up at Falaise, the exhilarating liberation of Paris, the blitzkrieg across France, the invasion of the French Riviera, and the first thrusts into Germany all had triggered blaring headlines in newspapers across the free world, and to them now could be added the Americans’ noteworthy triumph at Brest, one of France’s most impressive ports. When added to the list of other sizeable harbors under Allied control—Antwerp, Marseille, Le Havre, Cherbourg—the Allies apparently now possessed the facilities they would need to supply their armies with materiel and extend their assault across the Rhine River and beyond, all the way to Berlin.

Ultimately, when an experienced military leader tallied up those accomplishments and carried them to their logical conclusion, he could reasonably deduce that Germany would be finished before the start of the new year. The commander of the U.S. Twelfth Army Group, Lt. Gen. Omar Bradley, later confessed, “I thought they might quit.” This attitude had been fostered by highly optimistic Allied estimates of the enemy’s will to resist, such as the one generated on September 5 by Col. Benjamin Dickson, the First Army’s chief intelligence officer. “The [German] retrograde movement has now developed in some instances into a complete rout,” Dickson wrote. “The overall picture represents a scene of defeat, chaos, and collapse of morale far beyond that of the early days of November 1918.”

Of the Allies’ senior military leaders, none had more experience fighting the Germans than Field Marshal Sir Bernard Montgomery, the celebrated hero of El Alamein. In mid-September, Monty wrote to his boss Eisenhower and professed similar confidence, tempered by the assertion that “the vital factor is time: what we have to do, we must do quickly.” On September 17, only one day before the surrender at Brest, Montgomery followed through on that contention by launching the combined ground offensive and airborne assault known as Operation Market-Garden. If that ambitious plan succeeded, the Allies would soon have a bridgehead over the Rhine in Holland at Arnhem and be situated one giant step closer to their essential objective, Berlin.

Meanwhile, on the Eastern Front, the Soviets’ summer offensive had shattered the German defenses, and Marshal Georgy Zhukov’s troops surged into Poland all the way to the outskirts of Warsaw, only 350 miles from Berlin—roughly the same distance currently separating Eisenhower’s spearheads from the German capital. Even more positive from the Allies’ perspective was that the Soviet triumph had caused the number of Nazi Germany’s few remaining allies to diminish. By the fall of 1944, Finland had surrendered, and Romania and Bulgaria had changed sides, just as Italy had the previous year.

The optimism of the moment within the Allied camp was so contagious that it swept into the conference rooms of Quebec’s renowned Chateau Frontenac, where President Franklin Roosevelt and Prime Minister Winston Churchill had come together with their staffs on September 11, 1944, for the eleventh time since the start of the war to discuss Anglo-American global strategy. “The affairs of the United Nations have taken a revolutionary turn for the good,” a buoyant Churchill announced at a September 13 meeting at the historic Citadel. “Everything we have touched has turned to gold, and during the last seven weeks, there has been an unbroken run of military successes.”

Ordinarily, such summits focused heavily on Anglo-American strategy in Europe, but this time, with Hitler’s ruin apparently at hand, Roosevelt and Churchill had shifted their scrutiny to postwar Germany. Communicating their approval of Eisenhower’s achievements in Europe in a memorandum to Ike only five sentences in length, the senior American and British military chiefs turned their attention to the Pacific and the inevitable redeployment of Allied forces to that theater. For the most part, the subject of Germany was limited to its postwar occupation and the policies the Allies must carry out to ensure German militarism would never rise again. Every soldier who had engaged in combat against the Germans agreed with Churchill that the Allies must follow up their inevitable victory with harsh peace terms: “The German working man should be allowed sufficient food for his bare need and work, but no more,” Churchill grumbled to Roosevelt.

It was perhaps a little premature to make sweeping judgments of that kind, for the Nazis were not yet finished, a point highlighted by Roosevelt on September 13 when he observed that it was “still not quite possible to forecast the date of the end of the war with Germany.” Only five days previously, the Germans had launched a bombardment against southern England with their remarkable secret weapon, the V-2, a forty-six-foot rocket that ultimately descended to earth from sixty miles high to impact the ground at an incredible 2,500 miles per hour with a warhead weighing more than a ton. No feasible means of early warning or defense against these rockets existed short of destroying or overrunning their launch sites. So far, the Germans had managed to launch only three or four V-2s per day, so for the moment, the threat to England was tolerable. Nevertheless, as Churchill noted in his war memoirs, the British War Cabinet “considered proposals … which would have involved evacuating about a million people from London.” If the Germans continued to bring forth significant numbers of secret weapons of such deadly effectiveness, they could temporarily gain the upper hand tactically and delay defeat indefinitely.

Another factor of potential significance on the Western Front had just surfaced, one that Anglo-American commanders could not possibly gauge because Allied soldiers had never before experienced it in either twentieth-century war against Germany. Presently, the enemy was about to fight in defense of its homeland: whether that state of affairs would provide sufficient incentive to rejuvenate the Germans’ military effort was anyone’s guess. History could provide little guidance, for no foreign power had crossed the Rhine in wartime since the Napoleonic Wars. If that notable historical record were to be perpetuated, Hitler must simultaneously provide inducement to the German people to maintain faith in the war effort while bestowing on his senior commanders the manpower and materiel they would need to halt the Allies on the German frontier.

Three weeks after Dickson’s confident September 5 intelligence estimate noting the Germans’ apparent “collapse of morale,” he issued a new report with an entirely different tone. “The decline in morale following the defeats in France has been checked by fighting on home soil,” he wrote. “The situation before the German today is comparable to that faced by the Englishman in 1940; and if the prose of the Gauleiters lacks the majesty of [Churchill’s] ‘We shall defend our island whatever the cost may be’ … the meaning to most Germans is the same.”

If extraordinary measures would be required to salvage Nazi Germany’s ruinous situation on the Western Front, an extraordinary man must be selected to manage that effort. Hitler’s military acumen was notoriously erratic, but this time, he did the right thing and chose the perfect man for the job, a selection tantamount to a rare admission of error because he had fired that man from the same post little more than two months before. Field Marshal Gerd von Rundstedt had spent fifty-two of his sixty-eight years in the German Army, and by the fall of 1944, his stature among the German people was so lofty that even Hitler had to admit that he was far above petty politics. The elderly field marshal accepted the post despite the observation by his former chief of staff, Gen. Günther Blumentritt, that “[he] knew that from the military point of view the war was lost.” Shortly thereafter, Rundstedt bluntly related to Blumentritt: “It was my duty as a soldier not to refuse at a moment of the greatest danger.”

Some German soldiers, however, viewed loyalty practiced at such extremes as a wholly foolhardy trait, given the calamitous fate toward which Germany rolled like a runaway train, thanks to the Nazis’ abhorrent practices over the past decade. Proof of Rundstedt’s blind obedience to the Nazi regime emerged when Hitler reacted to the July 20, 1944, assassination attempt against his own life by appointing Rundstedt as president of a “Court of Honor” aiming to rid the German Army of all those soldiers who participated or knew of the plot so they could be tried and subsequently executed by Nazi judges. Field Marshal Rundstedt’s participation on that entirely distasteful court led some to view him somewhat more irreverently. When Hitler soon thereafter reappointed Rundstedt as commander-in-chief on the Western Front, some maintain that the field marshal’s true inner devotion emerged when he supposedly declared, “My Führer, whatever you order I shall do to my last breath.”

The Nazis would of course insist that the fight continue regardless of who was in command. Hitler’s infamous minister of propaganda, Dr. Joseph Goebbels, had stated that intent bluntly: “Germany will go on fighting because there is nothing else to do.” Holding to that attitude, the Nazi military machine had been able to field more than half a million new soldiers since the debacles of July 1944 by reducing the conscription age to sixteen years, transferring troops from support to combat branches, and calling up workers by the tens of thousands from war industries. Many of those fresh troops, ready or not, would be ordered up to the Western Front in the fall of 1944 to hold back the Allied tide. According to Colonel Dickson, “The appointment of Field Marshal von Rundstedt of the Wehrmacht and not of the SS as Commander-in-Chief West further unifies the nation in the face of invasion.”

On September 16, 1944, Hitler wrote, “In the west, fighting has advanced onto German soil along a broad front…. All we can do now is to hold our positions or die.” Could the Nazis succeed in forcing the German people to fight on? And even if they did, could the Western Front possibly hold? Field Marshal Rundstedt may have routinely suppressed his innermost political feelings, but he did not conceal military opinions. As he took over his old command at Koblenz on September 5 and carefully scrutinized the situation, he reported to Hitler: “The whole organization takes time. All our own troops are committed, are being heavily attacked, and are becoming exhausted. There are no reserves worth mentioning…. If I am to command with any possibility of success, I again request that, regardless of the consequences elsewhere, all available tanks be sent forward at once.”

[image: image]

The Western Front, September 18, 1944.

If Germany could hold on until winter, then Rundstedt could, as one of Hitler’s senior generals advised, use “fog, night, and snow” to his advantage. Hitler agreed: “That’s the best chance.”

Meanwhile, nearly 600 miles west of Rundstedt’s Koblenz headquarters, the 70,000 or so U.S. Army soldiers who had overcome the German defenders of Brest on September 18, 1944, began what they hoped would be a lengthy rest period along the stunning Finistère coastline. Having lost 10,000 comrades in the protracted siege of that great port city, the GIs were ready for an interval away from combat, and there was no better place to do it than Brittany, which was about as far as one could get from the front in the European theater of operations. It was indeed a lucky break—but the GIs had earned it.

So far, almost no one in the Allied camp had criticized the high command’s decision to make such a major effort to capture Brest. For now, the victorious troops could rest on their remarkably impressive laurels. Ike had never wavered in his stipulation that Brest was an essential pillar of the Overlord plan, and now it and its enormous harbor were finally in Allied hands. It was regrettable that the Americans had taken six weeks longer to capture it than the planners had foreseen, but even so, the GIs had forcibly removed more than 40,000 names from the rolls of the German Army. Even if that number could not offset the throngs of fresh German troops reporting to the Western Front daily in defense of the Fatherland, Eisenhower would appreciate that the victors at Brest had completely eradicated one of Hitler’s most elite combat outfits, the 2nd Parachute Division, and had dispatched its redoubtable Nazi general, Hermann Bernhard Ramcke, to a prisoner of war camp.

In those giddy last days of summer, the GIs in Brittany enjoyed a respite from the incessant crash of the guns, desperately craving to believe in the positive articles that had recently appeared with regularity in Stars and Stripes. Somehow, spending several glorious days on a serene Finistère beach, gazing at the vast Atlantic or, even better, at the local girls, made it easier to accept that agreeable news as the truth. The war could be over soon, and dreams of crammed troopships heading into New York harbor danced in the minds of thousands. As one soldier at Brest recalled, “The men had somehow or other gotten the idea they had fought their last fight.”

But could the vast distance separating Brest from the front magnify one’s confidence out of all proportion from reality? Any GI who had battled the enemy since D-Day knew with certainty that the Germans were not quitters, even when their cause appeared hopeless. The recent lesson of Brest proved that point. Ramcke and his fanatical garrison had fought on for six terrible weeks despite the obvious detail that their fate had been sealed the moment the Americans surrounded the city.

One’s ability to believe in imminent Allied victory was directly related to how close and how long one had engaged the enemy: the closer a GI had witnessed the Germans’ amazing ability to persevere and the more time he had spent in the front line, the more likely he would be to scoff at the idea that the Nazis were ready to quit. True, he lacked the top brass’s broad perspective on strategy, and he was not privy to the Allies’ impressive secret intelligence. Still—he would have been right.

2. SOUND OFF

At the moment the German garrison of Brest was emerging from its hideouts and marching morosely into captivity, 5,000 miles to the west, a dignified four-star general approached the podium, glanced over the vast audience, and began his speech. From every corner of the United States, middle-aged men wearing dark sport jackets and military-style garrison caps had assembled in a Chicago convention hall for the annual national gathering of the American Legion, an organization of World War I veterans of the American Expeditionary Force founded in Paris in 1919. The silver-haired general was about to give a keynote address considered so weighty that the Mutual Broadcasting System would air it live on radio.

Sixty-three-year-old Gen. George C. Marshall, himself a proud Great War veteran and Legion member, would now speak in his capacity as the U.S. Army’s leading soldier, its chief of staff, a position he had held for more than five years in an environment of unimaginable complexity. Marshall’s military career was still going strong after forty-three years, a longevity that could be traced in part to his unadulterated frankness. Only seven months before, during a February 1944 Legion speech in Washington, D.C., that frankness had emerged with startling clarity: “I speak with an emphasis that I believe is pardonable in one who has a terrible responsibility for the lives of many men, because I feel that here at home we are not yet facing the realities of war, the savage desperate conditions of the battle fronts,” he observed. “Vehement protests I am receiving against our use of flamethrowers do not indicate an understanding of the meaning of our dead on the beaches of Tarawa. Objections to this or that restriction are inconsistent with the devoted sacrifices of our troops.”

Since that earlier speech, however, the Allies had successfully carried out the monumental D-Day invasion and liberated France; American heavy bombers were preparing to pound Japanese cities mercilessly from the recently liberated Mariana Islands. Accordingly, the throng of Legionnaires in Chicago expected to hear a speech from General Marshall that would be considerably more upbeat.

During recent months, our great advantage over the Germans lay in the quality and training of our men, the abundance and excellence of their equipment, and the skill displayed by higher commanders and staffs in the handling of divisions, corps, and armies. Of the ground Army, more than sixty divisions have reached the front, thoroughly trained, equipped, and most of them already battle-tested…. A conspicuous factor in the sustained successes of the past six weeks has been the steady flow of well-trained men to replace combat losses. Our divisions are kept at full strength from day to day. The losses suffered by battle casualties are usually made good within twenty-four hours and the missing materiel in trucks, tanks, and guns is being replaced at the same rate. On the German side of the line, divisions dwindling in strength and gradually losing the bulk of their heavy equipment, always find themselves beset by full American teams whose strength never seems to vary and whose numbers are constantly increasing…. [U.S. Army soldiers] are about to introduce the American art of war into Germany so that any doubts the enemy may have had regarding our military competence or willingness to fight will be dispelled in an unmistakable and final manner.

One of those sixty U.S. Army divisions spoken of so glowingly by Marshall was at that moment concluding its mission at Brest, its fighting men eagerly looking forward to a well-deserved break from combat, one that the division commander had hinted would last as long as two weeks and might even include furloughs to faraway England for some lucky souls. The 29th Infantry Division had indeed demonstrated to the enemy “the American art of war,” a display of American manpower and muscle that had carried on almost continuously for fifteen weeks. Even the enemy would have to agree that the Americans waged war uniquely, if somewhat clumsily; every job they carried out was founded on that incredible abundance of men and materiel to which Marshall so proudly referred. Such a vast quantitative advantage over the enemy had obviously been decisive, for the 29th Division had not once failed to take an objective the top brass had assigned to it, including such deadly locales as Omaha Beach, St. Lô, Vire—and now Brest.

But for the 29th, nicknamed the “Blue and Gray Division,” the process of achieving those objectives had been far tougher than Marshall’s speech had implied. In those fifteen appalling weeks, the price of teaching the enemy the American art of war had been nearly 15,000 casualties, including 3,000 dead, a devastating loss rate that at times had come dangerously close to demoralizing the entire division. If that was the way the Americans waged war, one could hardly classify it as an “art.”

It had all begun on Omaha Beach on D-Day, June 6, 1944, when the long-awaited assault on Hitler’s Atlantic Wall had resulted in 1,300 29th Division casualties in eighteen hours. The path through Normandy was no easier, and by the time the high command mercifully pulled the 29th out of the line for a few days in mid-August, almost every 200-man rifle company in the division had suffered an almost complete turnover of personnel. Even worse, Brest had nearly equaled the physical and spiritual shock of Omaha Beach. What was supposed to have been a painless mop-up campaign against an encircled and demoralized enemy developed into a grueling monthlong slugfest, leading to a subtraction of 3,000 more 29ers from the division’s rolls. As the division’s chief of staff, Col. Edward McDaniel, observed a few months later, “The operation at Brest was, I believe, the most rugged slugging match that any American troops have been engaged in over a long period of time in this war…. Someday the operation at Brest will be written up in its true perspective.”

The anguish of Brest was considerably accentuated when the men soon learned that the Allies did not possess the resources to restore Brest’s vast harbor and would therefore gain no strategic value for it for the rest of the war. Could all that effort have been for nothing? Not a single person in the 29th Division could answer that question, so there was no point pondering it, at least for the moment. A far more vital question to contemplate was the impact of 15,000 casualties on a military organization that at any given time amounted to only 14,000 men: after losses of that magnitude—a number that exceeded the casualties in any other U.S. Army division since D-Day—could the 29th fight on and maintain the high standards it had established in training at Camp A. P. Hill, on the bleak English moors, and on the battlefields of France? Or was it finished as an effective fighting force?

That the 29th Division was most assuredly not finished was evident to any observer who managed to get a close look at the men in their rest camps in the beautiful Le Conquet peninsula, just west of Brest. For the past several weeks, 29th Division infantrymen had executed frontal attacks against an entrenched and tenacious enemy, day after day—a military situation that permitted no subtlety and was decided overwhelmingly by the brutal kind of fighting the Army euphemistically defined as “close combat.” When the siege ended, those 29ers who had engaged the enemy closely at Brest had every reason for disillusionment, particularly those lucky few who had survived since Omaha Beach, but remarkably, most of them retained a modicum of cheer through the GIs’ fatalistic attachment to the philosophy of living for the moment. What better place to spend those rare moments out of combat than the magnificent beaches and secluded coves of Le Conquet? There it would be easy to forget the war. Besides, the U.S. Army was not a democracy: why worry about what Eisenhower and Bradley had planned for the 29th Division next week? That was so far in the future that it was not worth a thought.

A more powerful influence on the 29ers’ attitudes, however, stemmed from the division itself: its history, its social make-up, its commanding general, its traditions, and its essential way of doing things. All eighty-nine U.S. Army divisions possessed their own unique traits, but most 29ers, particularly those whose career in the division dated back before D-Day, professed the firm belief that the 29th was particularly special. That sentiment was not entirely positive. One of the division’s most distinguishing characteristics was its uncanny knack for finding itself in some of the toughest fighting in the European theater for fifteen weeks running, a detail confirmed not only on Omaha Beach, but during its four-week struggle at Brest, a period when most other U.S. Army divisions in the theater were racing gloriously across France against little opposition all the way to the German frontier.

From his lofty perch as U.S. Army chief of staff, General Marshall surely did not have the time to give the 29th Division any thought. If he did, the detail he would have evoked was its National Guard origins. In the immediate aftermath of the Germans’ devastating June 1940 blitzkrieg against the British and French armies, Marshall had urged President Roosevelt to mobilize the entire National Guard of the United States for a period of twelve months. By the stroke of FDR’s pen that September, the part-time soldiers were called incrementally into full-time federal service, an act that eventually swelled the U.S. Army by more than 200,000 men. In actuality, however, a sizeable portion of those soldiers could not contribute much to the cutting-edge army Marshall strove to craft because they were over-age or physically unfit. Still, as the 29th Division would learn on the battlefields of Normandy and Brittany, many of the guardsmen who survived the weeding-out process ultimately developed into first-rate soldiers.

The 29th’s turn came on February 3, 1941, when its constituent units from the Maryland, Virginia, and District of Columbia National Guard assembled at their home armories and, soon thereafter, at Fort Meade, Maryland. There the men would begin their twelve-month spell as full-time members of the U.S. Army. Then came Pearl Harbor, and everything changed. Forty-three months later, the 29th Division was still in active service, 3,000 miles from home, with no end in sight. By the time Brest fell, the 29th could no longer be regarded as a National Guard division since probably less than 5 percent of its personnel had Guard origins. Furthermore, in the units withstanding the worst of combat, the rifle companies, that percentage was close to zero. Actually, the 29th Division’s trans formation had begun only weeks after its 1941 mobilization when thousands of green draftees arrived at Fort Meade to bring the under-strength division up to the manpower numbers prescribed by the U.S. Army’s tables of organization. After its arrival in England, the division absorbed thousands more new men to replace those who had transferred to other units or could not endure the division’s hellishly tough training in preparation for D-Day. But the largest infusion of fresh soldiers into the 29th Division occurred because of combat, for the casualties inflicted by the Germans at Omaha Beach, St. Lô, Vire, and Brest were far higher than anyone had foreseen.

At the end of the siege of Brest, one could depict the 29th as a typical U.S. Army division representing the great American melting pot. A closer examination, however, revealed that there was still something different, something exceptional, about the 29th Division. It had been in continuous active service for three-and-a-half years, and throughout that period, it had been either training or fighting with remarkable intensity. The judgmental division commander had long since weeded out weak and mediocre leaders. As of September 1944, a majority of his three regimental commanders and thirteen infantry and artillery battalion commanders were Maryland or Virginia guardsmen who had been affiliated with the 29th Division since the 1930s and, in some cases, the 1920s and had learned the art of war in fifteen weeks of some of the most severe combat any American unit would experience in World War II. If anyone grasped the realities of modern combat, it was these veteran guardsmen. Furthermore, many of the 29th’s key staff positions were manned by soldiers with at least five and up to ten years of solid military experience dating back to their days in the National Guard.

Compared to several of the eighteen National Guard divisions federalized in 1940 and 1941, the 29th was exceptionally fortunate to retain a solid core of its best enlisted men and officers prior to overseas deployment. The division had not only a deep pool of qualified combat leaders, but also an evident solidarity that was the product of a common regional affiliation, shared military backgrounds, and the incredibly close camaraderie produced by years of serving together in the same units.

In due course, the World War II incarnation of the 29th Division that had been born on February 3, 1941, became legendary for the seriousness with which it carried out the minutia of military life, a trait that derived initially from the guardsmen’s unwavering loyalty to their historic units and their familiarity with the Army’s rigid codes of behavior. Two years later, when a new commanding general arrived to take over the division in July 1943, one of his highest priorities was to enforce old-school Army discipline, but by then, the 29th had been flooded by hordes of draftees who failed to appreciate the sometimes irrational methods the Army used to turn civilians into soldiers. Rational or not, the new general applied those methods with an iron will.

Maj. Gen. Charles Hunter Gerhardt, Jr., West Point class of 1917, held a solidly ingrained conviction that as long as the current war persisted, every member of the 29th Division, regardless of origins, must be wholly committed to the soldierly profession. It was Gerhardt’s ceaseless devotion to that point that established the 29th’s distinctive character. Like it or not, every 29er had to adhere to the countless rules the general concocted in his drive to make the division a model of American efficiency, strength, and spirit. The U.S. Army paid its two-star generals to be tough, and subordinates of any rank who did not follow Gerhardt’s rules to the letter would swiftly find themselves in the general’s doghouse—or much worse.

One of Gerhardt’s strictest imperatives was his notorious “chinstrap rule,” which dictated that 29ers must always buckle their helmet chin straps just above the point of their chins, as the U.S. Army prescribed. The general insisted that such a practice would prevent the helmet from falling off in combat, but he also believed that a buckled strap gave off a fine soldierly appearance. The men grumbled somewhat groundlessly that wearing the strap in combat could lead to a broken neck from the concussion of a nearby shell, but Gerhardt repeatedly refuted that argument.
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Maj. Gen. Charles Hunter Gerhardt, Jr.

Another Gerhardt essential was the division’s battle cry, “29, Let’s Go,” which he ordered the troops to use in training, on official reports, on signposts, in ceremonies, and even in combat. As Joseph Ewing, the 29th Division’s eminent official historian, wrote, however, “To most of the men, a battle cry and the rah-rah spirit it sought to create didn’t seem to fit with their sober combat mood.” Nevertheless, as Gerhardt intended, it eventually stuck, and one had to admit that hearing “29, Let’s Go!” bellowed by hundreds of men was inspiring. Indeed, the slogan stuck so hard that Ewing titled his 1948 division history 29 Let’s Go, noting, “Nothing typified more the aggregate spirit of the Blue and Gray Division.”

If, as Gerhardt insisted, the 29th Division’s spirit was a reflection of its appearance and conduct, then every 29er must not only look like a first-class soldier, but act like one as well. Given the diverse background of the division’s members and their high turnover rate, fulfilling that resolve would be a challenge, but somehow it worked. Starting with Gerhardt’s arrival, word filtered down from the top with a finality no one could doubt that slovenly appearance, unhygienic habits, and failure to follow military protocol would spark the general’s wrath. Accordingly, when out of the line, 29ers took care to dress properly and shave daily, and the general himself routinely checked when his men needed to bathe. Even in the front line, Gerhardt was known to bawl out a particularly sloppy soldier. There would be hell to pay if he found an officer who did not wear his rank insignia or had obscured the vertical officer’s stripe on the back of his helmet for fear of attracting a German sniper. As one 29th Division soldier observed when he encountered a disheveled and unshaven GI at Brest, “I knew he could not be a 29er.”

One could hardly accuse the 29th Division of being purely a spit-and-polish outfit. Gerhardt’s 29ers were fighting soldiers, with a deadly job to fulfill and a healthy skepticism of military claptrap. Even so, the general strove to instill in them the idea that soldierly behavior yielded not only dignity to the individual, but also pride to the division as a whole. “It is those superficial things that you are judged by,” Gerhardt asserted. In public places, therefore, 29ers walked around with their hands in their pockets at their peril. If the general caught them doing so, they would be forced to carry bricks in both hands for an entire day as a punishment. They practiced military courtesy and ceremony by the book, offering snappy salutes to their superiors when required; standing at attention facing the flag when the stirring U.S. Army bugle call “To the Color” sounded; and marching the way real soldiers were supposed to.

The general’s exacting decrees, none of which evidently had anything to do with boosting the 29th Division’s combat skills, bewildered those thousands of 29ers who had joined the division from replacement depots since D-Day. By the time Brest fell, those replacements outnumbered by a considerable margin the men who had trained with the 29th Division in the States and in England, and if Gerhardt’s prized esprit de corps were to be preserved, each replacement would quickly have to learn the peculiar ways of their new general. But in those spiritless “repple depple” camps, where thousands of itinerant and jaded U.S. Army replacements waited to enter combat, a transfer to the 29th would be an uplifting change for many because, at long last, they felt attached to a genuine military organization, one that radiated palpable pride and competence.

True, Gerhardt’s multitude of rules were difficult to master and every so often seemed grotesquely illogical, but no American soldier, from his first days in basic training, ever expected military life to be completely rational. Moreover, the fresh arrivals could not ignore the ominous detail that wherever the 29th Division went, severe combat ensued, but according to Gerhardt, pride and proficiency provided the best chance for surviving that maelstrom and emerging from it not only in one piece, but victorious. To mold a man into an expert soldier was a complex task, but the general could boil it down to only three simple words: “March, Shoot, Obey.” “The ones who have those characteristics,” insisted Gerhardt, “perform well; the ones without them get into trouble.”

And so division signposts blared some of Gerhardt’s ground rules designed to enhance the 29ers’ spirits: “Personnel must have chin strap buckled on point of chin; pants in leggings; have hair cut; be clean-shaven; carry weapons loaded and locked; maintain fifteen yards between individuals. Visitors are always welcome if they obey above rules.” No 29th Division outfit could set up a command post inside a building, regardless of the weather; it had to be under a tent, in a dugout, or simply under a tree. Vehicles could not be driven with their canvas rain hoods deployed, and woe to the driver whose jeep had mud on its fender. The men had to know by heart the Army manual’s prescribed “correct sight picture” for aiming a rifle: “Top of the front sight in the center of the peep sight.” And when they marched, the general, who revered Army traditions, commonly insisted to young officers that their men chant time-honored cadences as they plodded along the roads of England and France in perfect step. The general regularly stood on the side of the road and watched with a mixture of pride and joy as the men passed: “You had a good home but you left—you’re right! Your baby was home when you left—you’re right! Sound off—one, two! Sound off—three, four! Cadence count!”

Like it or not, this was the 29th Infantry Division.

3. A VERY DANGEROUS PLACE TO BE

Old-timers knew that no wholly pleasurable interval in the Army could last long. The abrupt termination of the 29th Division’s idyllic rest period in the Le Conquet peninsula established this beyond doubt. Lamentably, what the commanding general had promised would last ten days and perhaps even two weeks ended up lasting less than half that time. Furthermore, there would be no furloughs to England—except for the general himself, who had departed the division so hastily, only thirty-six hours after the fall of Brest, that he missed the critical decree emerging from General Bradley’s headquarters on September 20, 1944, specifying that no 29ers would be permitted to take such a delightful excursion. The situation on the Western Front was now apparently too volatile to allow it.

The 29ers had only settled into their bivouacs for a single day before those officers running the division in Gerhardt’s absence learned the astonishing news that the military situation at the front was indeed so instable that Bradley expected the division to re-enter the fight as soon as possible. That expectation was confirmed by a glum 29th Division staff officer who reported the upshot of a high-level planning meeting on September 21: “The rush seems to be to get us moving.” When that news slowly filtered down the 29th’s chain of command, it was received with widespread disappointment. What the 29ers could not grasp, however, was how unexpectedly Allied fortunes on the Western Front had changed. From Bradley’s perspective, his demand to bring the 29th Division back to the front immediately was entirely justifiable. On the same day the 29th received orders to prepare to move east, Bradley’s aide noted: “The general is now beginning to look tired. Today he showed the strain of days of worry…. Resistance on the line has stiffened and is now considered severe and rigorous…. It is the official opinion here that the German will continue to fight, that there will be no mass surrender [sic] as in the last war, but reduction of armies and smaller units piece by piece—which should make Germany a very dangerous place to be.” Within two weeks, the 29ers would discover that Bradley’s aide was entirely correct.

Meanwhile, the 29th Division had to prepare to shift to a new locale 500 miles away. Formulating a movement plan to cover that distance for an outfit of 14,000 men and thousands of pieces of heavy equipment was an extraordinary challenge that kept staffs constantly busy for days with the painstaking particulars that no one would notice unless something went wrong: organize truck convoys, assemble hundreds of train cars, plan routes, delineate schedules, pinpoint assembly areas upon arrival, and implement dozens of other more trivial details that only well-trained soldiers could sort out. Happily, by this stage of the war, the 29th Division was filled with plenty of soldiers of that kind, foremost among them its brilliant chief of staff, Col. Edward McDaniel, and arrangements of such magnitude rarely went awry. Still, many factors in the impending move were beyond the 29th’s control, such as the weather, the derelict French rail and road network, and those imponderables that the great Prussian military thinker Carl von Clausewitz so aptly summed up as “friction.” At the height of the frantic rush to transport the 29th Division back to the front, McDaniel would surely have agreed with Clausewitz’s well-known but apparently contradictory adage, “Everything is very simple in war, but the simplest thing is difficult.”

The difficulty had one beneficial result that delighted all 29ers: the arrangements to get moving were evidently so complex that the plan could not possibly be put in motion on the date initially prescribed by Bradley—September 22—but would have to wait until at least the twenty-fourth. At a minimum, that delay would give the 29ers two more days to enjoy themselves on the serene Le Conquet, an entirely agreeable development that would help alleviate the near-mutinous mindset that had developed when they were deprived of their promised ten-day break and furloughs to England.

Even so, the men had a great deal work to do and little time to do it. Troops had to gather personal belongings, replace missing and damaged equipment, and, most important, pack up all the items of military paraphernalia that made a U.S. Army infantry division a formidable fighting force. Regrettably, that kind of work would consume some the remaining blissful hours on the Le Conquet, but when a company first sergeant, the omnipotent “top kick,” ordered it done, none but the most foolish soldiers would question his word.

Every 29er fully understood that their outfit’s classification as an infantry division signified one salient truth: under normal circumstances, wherever the 29th Division had to go, most of its infantrymen would walk. Marching 500 miles from Brest to the main battle front, however, would not satisfy Bradley’s need to have the division back in combat rapidly. Therefore, troop trains would have to do, assuming sufficient locomotives and freight cars could be assembled quickly and the French rail network could handle the traffic. Frantic staff officers devised plans to transport the division’s twenty-seven rifle and nine heavy-weapons companies comprising its three infantry regiments to its destination by rail.

The U.S. Army had first learned the science of large-scale troop movements by rail during the Civil War. Eighty years later, that knowledge had changed little, but it still pertained vitally to the Army’s wartime mission. McDaniel comprehended that science well, and it would be up to him to transport approximately 7,200 men by rail on a journey of more than 500 miles. Most of those men were infantrymen, the troops who had carried out the bulk of the toughest fighting in this war, and had so far suffered close to 95 percent of the division’s casualties. McDaniel decided the job could be done with six trains: two for each of the division’s three infantry regiments (115th, 116th, and 175th). According to the book McDaniel and his staff regarded as a bible, FM 101-10, the Staff Officers’ Field Manual, a U.S. Army troop train should carry no more than 1,200 men in thirty-four cars, a mix of boxcars and one or two conventional passenger coaches. Advance parties would determine the optimal routes and choose a few suitable spots along the way for breaks.

The 29th may have been an infantry division, but as the product of the most industrialized and mobile society in the world, it still possessed plenty of motor vehicles—so many, in fact, that any German soldier who examined the U.S. Army’s tables of organization must have immediately grasped why Germany was losing the war. Those tables indicated that the 29th Division had at its disposal nearly 1,500 vehicles, the vast majority of which were the legendary “Truck, ½-ton,” known universally and affectionately as the jeep, and the equally renowned “Truck, 2½-ton, cargo,” identified by its nickname, the “deuce and a half.” Every non-infantry unit in the division was so abundantly equipped with those two types of vehicles—and many more—that they were capable of transporting every member and piece of equipment by motor. Even an infantry regiment possessed 65 trucks and 161 jeeps, enough to move at least a small part of the unit by road. Moreover, American vehicles were celebrated for their reliability and durability, two factors that contributed mightily to the U.S. Army’s reputation as the world’s most mobile fighting force. In contrast, the primary mode of conveyance in German infantry divisions was one that the U.S. Army had discarded: the horse.

McDaniel organized those 29th Division units capable of moving under their own power into four groups, with departure times staggered over two days to avoid traffic jams. Nothing in France in 1944 resembled a modern American highway, so by necessity, speeds would be slow. More importantly, division MPs would man key checkpoints along the route to guarantee that no one got lost, an event McDaniel strove anxiously to avoid, for such a mistake would surely attract Bradley’s attention and cast negative light on the division’s ability to get things done. Bradley’s order to get the 29th Division back in the fight swiftly was emphasized by Lt. Col. Louis Gosorn, the 29th’s chief supply officer (G-4), who reported to McDaniel that a cardinal rule routinely followed by the division’s truck drivers would be loosened: “[Trucks] can drive with lights [at night]. Eagle [Bradley’s Twelfth Army Group headquarters] sent in an urgent call for that today.”

McDaniel further subdivided each of the division’s four vehicle groups into serials based on speed. Naturally, the slowest serials would depart Brittany last so that they would not clog the route, a problem that the division’s ponderous 227th Field Artillery Battalion, equipped with twelve 155-millimeter howitzers, was sure to create if it was positioned ahead of a more mobile unit. The 155s were so hefty that the cannoneers had to transport them by slow-moving thirteen-ton tractors rather than the lighter deuce and a halfs. Additionally, the 227th possessed a single “heavy wrecker,” a huge ten-ton truck used to tow damaged or broken-down vehicles. Members of the 227th who wished to extend their break from combat had the satisfaction of knowing that their unit would definitely be the last outfit to reach Holland.

The first 29ers to reach the division’s destination traveled neither by truck nor train, but by air, thanks to one of the division’s most unusual and little-known organizations, known as the “29th Division Air Force.” This close-knit group of pilots and ground crews, led by Maj. Elmore Swenson, had at their disposal ten L-4 Cub aircraft, a diminutive observation plane so nimble that it required nothing more than a small pasture to take off and land. Those 29ers who knew what it could do prized it more highly than a P-51 Mustang. No church steeple or hill could match the aerial observation post the L-4s provided, and although they carried no weapons, they instilled fear in the enemy, for whenever one of them putt-putt-putted overhead a deadly American artillery barrage, called in by the aircraft’s SCR-610 radio, would soon follow.

On September 24, one of Swenson’s pilots gave the 29th Division’s chief operations officer (G-3), Lt. Col. William Witte, a lift in an L-4 to Holland so he could prepare assembly areas close behind the front. Witte’s trip, however, was not as easy as he had hoped. With a top speed of only 85 miles per hour and a range of only 200 miles on a full gas tank, a Cub was not an optimal aircraft for a journey of more than 500 miles. Witte’s plane had to make at least two stops along the way for fuel; even worse, his L-4 had engine trouble and had to land at Rennes for repairs, forcing him to wait for a replacement. He finally made it, the first man among 14,000 to get a feel for the new locale that would be the 29th Division’s battle arena for the next five months.

If the 29th had to return to the front, every 29er harbored the hope that this time the division would be deployed to a quiet sector, assuming such a place existed in a theater that was undergoing profound changes daily. From the Allies’ perspective, those changes were decidedly negative, and in late September 1944, as the 29ers prepared to board trains and trucks for the long eastward journey, even an amateur military strategist could discern the enemy’s remarkable comeback. Along the American sector of the line, the Germans were again resisting with their customary fanaticism, particularly at Aachen and the bleak locale nearby known as the Hürtgen Forest, as well as in Lorraine, 125 miles to the south, near the fortress city of Metz.

When the 29ers discovered in their Le Conquet rest camps that their destination would be the Dutch city of Valkenburg, located in that part of southern Holland known as Limburg, those who grasped the military situation on the Western Front must have sneered at the high command’s insensitivity yet again. Valkenburg was just a few miles northwest of Aachen, close to a stretch of Nazi Germany’s frontier defenses known as the West Wall, erroneously labeled the “Siegfried Line” in the American press. If the 29th Division transferred to that sector, would it be sucked into the swelling battle for Aachen, a place of symbolic significance to both sides since it was the first substantive German city to face imminent capture by the Allies? If the enemy was so obviously determined to hold Aachen, the 29th’s future could be little different from Normandy and Brest.

In contrast, the 29ers could not help being amazed that their partners in the siege of Brest, the 2nd and 8th Infantry Divisions, would soon transfer to that inhospitable region of Belgium and Luxembourg known as the Ardennes, a place of comparative quiet that both sides, at least for the moment, seemed entirely willing to ignore. Meanwhile, VIII Corps headquarters, commanded by Maj. Gen. Troy Middleton, under whom the 29th Division had served at Brest, held orders to set up shop in the picturesque Belgian town of Bastogne in the heart of the Ardennes. Could there be a better place on the Western Front to get a meaningful break from the conflict? The inexplicable fortunes of war had yet again dealt the 29th Division a cruel blow.

At the northernmost American sector on the western front, where the 29th Division was headed, the U.S. Army currently faced a glaring dilemma, one with potentially ruinous consequences. That predicament could be ascribed to one man, a soldier whose name was familiar to every 29er, and in fact to all Allied fighting men. Field Marshal Sir Bernard Law Montgomery, the commander of the 21st Army Group, had first been introduced to the 29th Division during an inspection on January 15, 1944, in the course of the D-Day build-up. That episode was little more than eight months in the past but now seemed part of an entirely different epoch. Old hands in the division readily recalled Monty’s self-confident, sometimes bombastic attitude, which in their view was wholly forgivable if he could bring them the same sort of victories he had achieved in the past. After the inspection, a delighted Gerhardt, who had endeavored to make his division a flawless representation of the U.S. Army, received a handwritten note from Monty stating “how very impressed I was by the soldierly bearing and general standard of your troops…. I regard it as a great honor to have such a fine body of men under my command. I have complete confidence that the 29th Division will earn great renown in battle.” (After the war, an anonymous 29er penned a two-word postscript to the note: “WE DID!”)

Unfortunately, in the last week of September 1944, there was hardly a soldier in the U.S. Army who held a favorable opinion of Montgomery. He had lately been involved in a testy exchange with Eisenhower on the future of Allied strategy in northwest Europe, a debate that had been considerably intensified by the failure of Monty’s Market-Garden operation to gain a bridgehead over the Rhine at Arnhem. Market-Garden was undeniably a bold plan that had nearly worked, but in its aftermath, the Allied front in Holland was in chaos, with a fifty-two-mile protrusion into enemy lines that soon would be the object of the Germans’ inevitable counterattacks. Had that narrow bulge brought the Allies any closer to a vital strategic objective, all of Monty’s efforts would have been worth it. The Market-Garden scheme, however, created more problems than it solved, for the Allied bulge into enemy lines pointed like a finger—to nowhere.

Operation Market-Garden would profoundly influence everything the 29th Division was about to do. Triggered by Monty’s foray, the military situation into which Gerhardt’s men innocently marched was a staff officer’s nightmare. Since early September, the Americans had been pushing toward Aachen and the Rhine on an easterly axis, the most direct route to Berlin, but Monty had made his Market-Garden thrust in a northerly direction. The U.S. Army’s left flank had once tied neatly into Monty’s right, but now the Americans and British were separated by a vast nine-mile gap, a situation any German general would jump to exploit. Paradoxically, the closer the Americans approached their immediate objective, the Rhine, the wider the gap became.

The commander of the corps that the 29th Division was about to join, Maj. Gen. Charles Corlett, was a petulant man who revealed that trait in a postwar observation: “The English started on their ill-advised jaunt to end the war over a single good road to Arnhem. Without a word of notice to me, they pulled out and opened my left flank for fifty [actually nine] miles. No change in boundary had been made and no provision whatever arranged for covering that gap…. It was not my responsibility, but I began to yell to high heaven about the situation.”

Bradley heeded Corlett’s yell, agreeing that the gap was a “damned nuisance,” such a nuisance, in fact, that he issued immediate orders to Gerhardt’s 29th Division to move up from Brest and deploy to cover as much of it as possible. Bradley’s relationship with Monty during the Normandy campaign had been reasonably congenial, but the Market-Garden affair and its impact on American forces set the relationship on a downward spiral that would later trigger Bradley’s acerbic remark to an aide that Monty was “one of the most arrogant and egotistical men I think I’ve ever known, and I don’t think he ever respected anybody else’s views that were different than his.”

Disagreements between fellow generals rarely worked out well for the common soldier, and unfortunately, the situation into which the 29th was about to plunge was ripe for major divergences of military opinion. The Allies’ essential problem was geography, which Eisenhower forcefully drove home in an October 13 letter to Monty: “This is no longer a Normandy beachhead! … We have a battlefront extending from Switzerland to the North Sea.” He had a point. The Normandy front at its peak was no longer than about 75 miles; the new battle line along the German frontier in October 1944 was greater than 400 miles. Although several fresh Allied divisions had joined the campaign since Normandy, there were bound to be gaps in a front of such great length, and filling those gaps would be made even more difficult by Monty’s 50-mile deep salient in Holland.

For the moment, Ike simply did not possess enough divisions to cover the front adequately, an argument he had made in an earlier note to Montgomery when he observed, “[We] may get a nasty little ‘Kasserine’ if the enemy chooses at any place to concentrate a bit of strength”—a reference to the defeat the Americans had suffered in Tunisia in February 1943 when the enemy unexpectedly counterattacked a vulnerable seam in the line with devastating effect. The 29th Division had seen enough of the German Army to respect its military proficiency; wherever there were gaps in the American line, the 29ers figured, German panzers would be near. If so, Gerhardt would have to watch out carefully that his own organization did not become the victim of a second Kasserine.

The enemy’s resolve to fight markedly increased as a consequence of a major news story broken by the New York Times on September 24, just as the 29ers were boarding trains and trucks for the trip from Brest to Holland. It was undeniably a bombshell, revealing inner workings of the Roosevelt administration that the president would assuredly have preferred to keep secret. The scoop promptly swept across the United States and Europe, and within a few days, such Nazi stalwarts as Joseph Goebbels and Heinrich Himmler were learning of Secretary of the Treasury Henry Morgenthau’s plan for “completely destroying Germany as a modern state and converting it into an agricultural country of small farms.”

His fellow cabinet member, Secretary of War Henry Stimson, described Morgenthau, who was Jewish, as, “not unnaturally, very bitter” toward the Nazi regime—an anger that emerged in his scheme to eliminate the possibility that Germany could ever again trigger a world war. In a paper to Roosevelt, Morgenthau wrote: “All industrial plants not destroyed by military action shall either be completely dismantled and removed from the area or completely destroyed. All equipment shall be removed from the mines, and the mines shall be thoroughly wrecked.” In a paper presented to the president on September 4, 1944, Morgenthau bluntly put forth his overall object: “The standard of living of the German population shall be held down to subsistence levels.” Morgenthau also specified the provision that “All schools and universities will be closed until an Allied Commission of Education has formulated an effective reorganization program. [It] may require a considerable period of time before any institutions of higher education are reopened.” To this was added the petty detail: “No person in Germany shall be permitted to wear any military insignia of rank or branch of service, service ribbons, or military medals.”

That month, at the Quebec Conference, both Roosevelt and Churchill penned an “OK” and their initials under a four-paragraph summary of Morgenthau’s policy, specifying that they “were in agreement with this program.” Thanks to the Times, the world knew of Morgenthau’s plan only eight days after Roosevelt and Churchill had approved it, and the headline, “Secretary of Treasury Would Convert Country to Small Agricultural Holdings,” provided an opportunity that a propagandist as skilled as Goebbels could not pass up. Nazi radio was soon blaring the message that “the Jew Morgenthau sings the same tune as the Jews in the Kremlin,” accompanied by calls for the German people to fight on as the only course of action left short of a humiliating submission to an invading army that would set Germany back hundreds of years. Although Morgenthau’s plan shortly came under attack by veteran American and British diplomats, the damage was done. As the British official history of the campaign in northwest Europe later observed, “A stronger weapon for use by the German propaganda machine could scarcely be imagined.”

Evidently, military affairs on the Western Front would soon become much more volatile, and for that reason, the top brass needed the 29th Division badly. When Bradley’s decision to commit the 29th to the XIX Corps reached Corlett’s immediate boss, the First Army’s commander, Lt. Gen. Courtney Hodges, Maj. William Sylvan, Hodges’s aide, noted on September 18: “Perhaps the most important news of the day is that the 29th Infantry Division reverts to First Army command and will be assigned to XIX Corps, probably arriving there four days from now. [It actually arrived eleven days later.] [General Hodges] has confidence in the drive and push of the 29th, which has set up for itself a fine record of aggressiveness in this war.” The fact that Hodges was conscious of the 29th Division’s fighting prowess would certainly have pleased Gerhardt, but its lofty reputation hinted that Hodges would throw the division into the proverbial breach where the battle was fiercest.

The 29ers could live without that reputation.



TWO

A Place Called Limburg

1. HOMMES 40—CHEVAUX 8

Saving wear and tear on the feet was a good thing, but when the 29ers got their first look at the implausibly diminutive French railroad boxcars known as “forty-and-eights,” they knew the forthcoming journey from Brittany to Holland would be an unsettling experience. A forty-and-eight referred to the prominent label stenciled on the sides of each boxcar: Hommes 40—Chevaux 8 (“40 men—8 horses”). As that tag implied, the occupants’ comfort level on a long trip would be considerably less than in a stateside Pullman coach. The forty-and-eights had been stamped forever into the minds of the soldiers’ fathers in World War I, almost all of whom would rather have forgotten them. Indeed, something about equating forty men to eight animals struck many cynical soldiers as a callous yet entirely typical military practice. Had not Wilfred Owen supplied such a metaphor in his touching Great War poem “Anthem for Doomed Youth”: “What passing bells for those who die as cattle?”

One could scarcely imagine a more spartan mode of travel than a cramped and malodorous cattle car. If the 29th Division scrupulously adhered to the French edict and shoved forty men into each boxcar for a journey of 500 or more miles, carried out at a remarkably sluggish pace, the inevitable discomfort among the occupants would surely produce thousands of irritable and dispirited men. A few days in a forty-and-eight would make the travelers yearn for their destination, even though arrival in Holland would presage deadly combat.

Colonel McDaniel cut the orders on the afternoon of September 23:

Entraining point: Landerneau [twelve miles east of Brest]; Detraining point: Liege, Belgium [eventually pushed forward ten miles to Visé, Belgium]. There will be six trains. The first train leaves at 0600, 25 September. Subsequent trains leave at three-hour intervals thereafter. It is estimated that the length of time of the train movement is 36 hours. [The trips actually lasted more than twice that.] Approximately 1,200 officers and men will be carried on each train. There will also be one carload of equipment, records, and so forth.

Normally, the Army’s standard practice of “hurry up and wait” infuriated the GIs. But at Landerneau, Brittany, on Sunday, September 24, the Army’s typical disorganization worked to the 29ers’ advantage. The 115th Infantry and personnel from its supporting artillery outfit, the 110th Field Artillery Battalion, were scheduled to set out for Holland first. Early that morning, the rested 29ers packed up their meager belongings and prepared to board the trucks that would shuttle them from their beautiful Le Conquet rest camps to Landerneau. As usual, company-grade officers and NCOs professed ignorance of the design, and as for the horde of ordinary riflemen, had they realized their arrival at Landerneau would be eighteen hours prior to the first train’s departure, they would have complained that they would have much preferred to spend those last hours on one final excursion to the serene Brittany shore.

Surprisingly, Landerneau turned out to be just as pleasurable as the beach. It was an ancient and quaint town, known for its Pont de Rohan, a unique 400-year-old bridge spanning the Élorn River and featuring several sturdy stone houses built directly atop the bridge’s six arches, similar to Florence’s celebrated Ponte Vecchio. The first batch of 29ers arrived in time to hear Landerneau’s church bells ringing for Sunday mass, a particularly joyful toll to the locals, for this would be the first service celebrated since the surrender of the reviled Germans just six days ago. Moreover, according to the 115th Infantry’s official history,

The Red Cross had set up a Clubmobile near the area where the troops were concentrated, and all day long the strains of popular tunes resounded through the woods where the men had placed their equipment. In Landerneau a few of the bistros were open and drinks could be obtained for a price…. Smoke from over a hundred small bonfires filled the crisp air as the men heated cans of meat and beans and vegetable hash. As the afternoon drew to a close, and the shadows lengthened in the woods, the men began straggling back from the town and drew close to the campfires, some talking or singing, and others just sitting quietly waiting for the time to pass.

Screeching whistles announced the imminent departure of a train, and top kicks gathered their companies for the movement down to the tracks. That procession was hardly carried out with the precision for which the 29th Division was renowned, for the men, burdened by all their worldly possessions, plodded rather than marched. With combat about to resume after a glorious six-day reprieve, the men’s innermost thoughts again began to turn back to war and all its associated brutality.

Embarkation into the forty-and-eights was reasonably orderly, if somewhat depressing. Twenty-five or more boxcars, coupled in a chain of immense length, sat on the tracks with their doors wide open waiting to take on passengers, but fitting forty men and all their paraphernalia inside each car seemed unachievable. Fortunately, no 29th Division infantry outfit was even close to full strength. Therefore, as Maj. Charles Cawthon, commander of the 116th Infantry’s 2nd Battalion, observed: “It was possible to shade the ratio of forty men per car. [Each car typically embarked about thirty.] The few extra feet of space was the only luxury available.” The Army certainly did not believe in America’s creed that all men were created equal, so just behind the locomotive and coal tender, French railroad workers attached a few passenger coaches, divided into enclosed compartments according to the European custom and strictly reserved for officers. Enlisted men were restricted to the far more austere boxcars, although a few ailing privates and NCOs were permitted to ride in the coaches.

Evidence that each troop train would shortly be entering an active war zone appeared when the passengers observed three gondola cars dispersed among the chain of forty-and-eights, each equipped with a pair of fixed .50-caliber machine guns for defense against the Luftwaffe. One car was placed just in front of the passenger coaches, the second in the middle of the train, and the last just in front of the caboose. The eight 29ers assigned to each gondola to operate the machine guns were lucky men, for they had the luxury of breathing space and an infinitely more pleasing view of the passing scenery. One of them, PFC Allen Levin of the 115th Infantry’s Cannon Company, picked up some nails in Landerneau, and he and his buddies proceeded to fasten their shelter halves to their flatcar to provide shade and cover throughout the long journey. The machine-gun teams worked shifts: four men manned the guns while four men slept. The Luftwaffe, however, never made an appearance, so the 29ers never fired a shot.

[image: image]

29ers on a “forty-and-eight.”

Each of the six trains departed on time or, in some cases, early. But to the 29ers cooped up inside the forty-and-eights, the contrast between their recent freedom and the constricted boxcars was stark. Who would provide food? Where could one answer the calls of nature? How long would the journey take? As 29th Division historian Joe Ewing later noted based on personal experience, the immediate problem was establishing proprietary rights over a tiny spot on the boxcar floor so that one could pass the time in tolerable comfort. Ewing remembered:

The boxcar riders settled themselves in a half-sitting, half-lying position along the car walls and fell asleep in the slow, steady rumble and clicking of the wheels. But it was a fitful, pushing, cramped sleep, and you woke often in the pitch darkness of the car to shift and squirm into a new position or to disengage yourself from the knot of soldier legs that were twisted into incredible entanglements. When the floor of the car became too hard, or the air too close, you struggled to your feet, stretched and lit a cigarette, and worked your way to the partly opened door to breathe deeply and watch the shadowy French towns disappear in the dark.

The trains click-clacked down the track, conveying the division inexorably back into the main theater of war from which it had now been absent for well over a month. They passed into unknown regions of France, through towns few 29ers had ever heard of: Morlaix, Guingamp, St. Bieuc, Lamballe. McDaniel’s advance parties had done their homework, and their designated first-day rest stops at Rennes and Le Mans provided a welcome opportunity for the GIs to exit the overcrowded forty-and-eights, relieve themselves, heat some food, and bargain with the locals, many of whom were happy to trade fresh baguettes, fruit, and vegetables for a couple of cans of C-rations. According to Cpl. Arthur Plaut of the 115th Infantry, the bystanders included “little children who asked for candy and cigarette pour papa.”

Brittany was nothing but a memory now, although the men harbored a faint hope that something better lay ahead. If the top brass held any sympathy at all for the battered 29th Division, perhaps the troops would soon enjoy a stroll through a city that much luckier U.S. Army outfits had already passed through: Paris. But it was not to be. After a short break at a siding just outside Chartres, during which the 29ers could see the double spires of the renowned twelfth-century Chartres Cathedral looming over the town’s petite red-roofed houses, the trains rolled on toward the sprawling French capital, liberated only a month earlier. The pace slowed to an agonizing crawl, and soon the men could see little except seemingly endless rail yards devastated by months of Allied bombing and more recent German demolitions. As Plaut remarked: “Paris from the railroad yards was not a particularly inspiring site.”

What a waste …

On the morning of the third day, the lead train, carrying a substantial portion of the 115th Infantry, chugged unhurriedly out of the yards, leaving the tantalizing Parisian pleasures in its wake and provoking Plaut to remark sardonically that, in the end, the men of the 115th saw Paris “only in their dreams.”

Not quite. Against orders, a small number of adventurous but foolhardy soldiers quietly slipped away from their boxcars while their trains lingered in the yards, made their way across a multitude of tracks, and vanished into the great metropolis. Most of them probably intended only to drift aimlessly among the Parisians for a while and then return, maybe even with a handful of souvenirs in hand, before their train’s departure. Although the risks to one’s military career greatly outweighed the fleeting pleasures of a short escapade in Paris, a few fortunate and fast-moving soldiers may have successfully accomplished their mission. Eventually, they could laugh about the fun and spin some yarns to their buddies or, in their old age, to their grandchildren. Most men who snuck off from the trains, however, would not find any humor in their actions: when they returned to the yard to find their train gone, the consequences of their foolish mistake would shoot through their minds with appalling abruptness.

The enticements of Paris proved irresistible for a sergeant and a private from Cannon Company, 115th Infantry. They snuck into the City of Light, bartered for some bottles of wine, and got drunk. Military policemen from the Seine Base Section used to dealing with soldiers of that kind arrested them, although not before one of the 29ers reportedly had intercourse with a Parisian woman of the evening. Both men were shipped back to the 29th under confinement, hoping that Uncle Charlie would be too busy settling into Holland to notice their transgression. The general surely noticed.

Many of the men who failed to make it back to their trains in Paris were guilty of no offense except exiting their idle boxcar for a few moments to answer a call of nature or heat up some of their K-rations. Ordinarily, the engineer provided ample warning of his train’s departure by giving a short blast on his whistle, but as related by Sgt. Don Van Roosen, a member of the 115th Infantry’s Company H who had been a prisoner of the Germans at Brest little more than a week ago, “I was heating a cup of coffee beside our train when there was a stronger [than usual] toot, and the train began to immediately move out. I dumped my coffee and grabbed the first handle I could see. I looked back and there was some of my platoon with a horrified look on their faces watching us disappear. They were able to rejoin us several weeks later after being arrested by the military police, put behind barbed wire, and generally mistreated.”
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