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    To my father, Jan Wijers (1925–1989)




    I miss you every day, pa. You’re looking down on me from a faraway world, but one day we will be reunited. I remember what you told me when I was a young boy, and I can now better understand what you didn’t tell me but I could see in your eyes. Thanks for the great moments we had together—they made me who I am today.
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    This book by Hans Wijers describes more than just the battles that took place in the Ardennes from 16 December 1944 until the end of January 1945. It tells of the conflict between two opposing armies in the northern shoulder of the Ardennes in Belgium and revolves around the men who served their countries in this pitched engagement. These men were not household names such as Dwight Eisenhower, George Patton, Gerd von Rundstedt, and Sepp Dietrich, generals in command during this horrendous battle in the Ardennes in 1944–45, but they were heroes in every sense of the word. They fought valiantly for their countries.




    As I write this on a cold winter day in Powhatan, Virginia, I think about the cold and deep snow in the Ardennes and what these soldiers were going through. The pictures and graphics help to relay the extreme conditions that the soldiers experienced. American and German soldiers were locked in mortal combat during the most festive holiday season, Christmas, a time of rejoicing, merriment, and, of course, family. Letters and thoughts of these young men, both American and German, turn to their God, family, and comrades in arms. The author has a unique gift for taking documents, pictures, personal thoughts, and private letters and weaving them into a mosaic about the Battle of the Bulge.




    Hans is a historian in every sense of the word. He has once again been able to capture and place into words the life of these soldiers and what they experienced in this battle in December 1944 and January 1945. It is a gift to be able to have these men’s thoughts come alive on paper and offer a true account of the Battle of the Bulge in the northern shoulder. By gaining the trust and respect of living American and German soldiers and the families of soldiers who lost their lives in the Ardennes in 1944 and 1945, Hans gives the reader an accurate picture of the unbelievable endurance of the soldiers during the most extreme conditions.




    I also think about my father, Hauptmann Heinz Fick of the 2nd Company, 1st Battalion, Fallschirmjäger-Regiment 9, 3rd Fallschirmjäger-Division, who fell in Amel on 20 January 1945 and now lies in his eternal rest in the German soldiers’ cemetery in Recogne-Bastogne with nearly 7,000 other German soldiers. A visit to the American cemetery at Henri-Chapelle took my breath away; it was impressive to see the 7,800 white crosses of the Americans buried with their comrades in this truly beautiful setting in the Ardennes. I make reference to these cemeteries because this story has brought home to me the utter senselessness of this battle. The pictures and words in this book are about men who gave their lives and futures for their countries. An individual can do no more for country and family.




    Hans, my friend, thanks for taking the time to put this book together so that the men who fought and some who gave their lives will be forever remembered in history. I also feel that other family members, like me, whose loved ones fell in the Battle of the Bulge, will get a true sense of what these men endured. May God be with all those American and German soldiers who have told their story so that generations can remember those who fought in this epic conflict.




    Heinrich A. Gideons


  




  

    




    CHAPTER 1
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    The 3rd Fallschirmjäger Division




    Commanded by Generalmajor Walter Wadehn, the 3rd Fallschirmjäger-Division was hastily rebuilt in the Netherlands from battered remnants of the division that had escaped from France. It was mainly filled up with excess Luftwaffe personnel, and both men and officers were woefully inexperienced. In November OB-West committed the division near Aachen, where it encountered the American drive through the northeastern fringes of the Hürtgenwald.




    Although the Fallschirmjäger succeeded in stopping the American drive, they paid dearly for their inexperience. As the target date for the offensive approached, the division was still locked in bitter fighting near Düren, and it proved almost impossible to extricate it.




    On 10 December 1944, only one regiment, Fallschirmjäger-Regiment 9, had been relieved by the fully re-organized and equipped47th Volksgrenadier Division.




    The combat strength of Fallschirmjäger-Regiment 9 had been considerably diminished by the previous fighting. The three battalions that constituted the regiment had an average strength of only 1,200 men. Fallschirmjäger-Regiment 5 and Fallschirmjäger-Regiment 8 were relieved in parts on 13 and 14 December 1944. Both regiments were exhausted and had taken a severe beating. On 14 December 1944, after forced night marches, the first units of the 3rd Fallschirmjäger Division arrived in the assigned assembly area at Schüller, a village near the town of Stadkyll. Upon release of the division, the Fifteenth Army reported that they were incapable of any offensive action, at least for some days.




    In an effort to transfer the troops of the division as quickly as possible to the zone of attack, part of one regiment was hastily loaded into lorries borrowed from 1st SS-Panzerkorps and, while leaving its heavy infantry weapons behind, transported to the concentration zone. The other elements, including the heavy infantry weapons, were to move on foot to the assigned zone, where they arrived in the evening of 16 December 1944, too late to take part in the initial phase of the offensive. Personnel strength of the 3rd Fallschirmjäger-Division was estimated at approximately 75 percent of authorization. The division lacked the support of self-propelled guns.




    Hauptmann Heinz Fick, company commander in the 2nd Battalion of Fallschirmjäger-Regiment 9, wrote in a letter to his wife: “West front, 12 December 1944. I just started to write a letter to my mother, as we got the order to move out. During the following night, we left our positions. Luckily, without any losses, because the American artillery was constantly bombarding us. That is now three days ago. In the meantime we have more than sixty kilometers behind us. The men have to carry a lot, and all look very exhausted. We moved to the south and are now in the Eifel area. Here it is already winter: snow, frost, icy roads. The men are not even equipped with good winter clothes—I feel sorry for them, as we received hardly anything of the winter clothing that was promised.”




    The 3rd Fallschirmjäger-Division, forming the left wing in the initial disposition for the attack, had a zone of advance roughly following the southern shoulder of the road to Honsfeld (Roll-bahn D, or D route).




    The division went into combat with two groups: on the right, Fallschirmjäger-Regiment 9 moving via Berterath– Lanzerath–Honsfeld–Hepscheid toward Schoppen; and on the left, Fallschirmjäger-Regiment 8 moving via Krewinkel– Manderfeld–Holzheim–Wereth toward Eibertingen. The area selected for the breakthrough attempt comprised the northern half of the U.S. 14th Cavalry Group’s sector and took in most of the gap between the cavalry and the U.S. 99th Infantry Division to its north.




    In the first hours of the advance, then, the 3rd Fallschirmjäger-Division would be striking against the 14th Cavalry Group in the Krewinkel–Berterath area. But the final objective of the division’s attack was ten miles to the northwest, the line Schoppen–Eibertingen on Route D. The division’s axis thus extended through the right of the U.S. 99th Infantry Division.




    Fick wrote in a letter to his wife on 14 December: “Since yesterday afternoon, after several days of marching through small towns and little roads on foot, we came to our new positions. The men are happy that they finally get some rest, and next to that finally can also warm them up in a pre-heated house, even if it is just a small place. Shoes, clothes, even the weapons all have to be fixed and re-checked. Even the body needs a good washing. So the little time we have will be used to the last minute . . .




    “At this moment we are located in a little village in the Eifel. The people here are very friendly to us. They are very poor, but they share what they have with us; we get soup and bread. We are ready for our new assignment, and how tough it will be, because not only the enemy will be putting up a stiff defense, but also the terrain and the winter will make it hard for us, but we all believe that we will succeed.”




    When the 3rd Fallschirmjäger-Division went into battle, it had severe losses on its first days against elements of the 99th Infantry Division, which put up a stiff fight to delay the German advance.
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    The Battle for Lanzerath,


    16 December 1944




    Lanzerath was defended by the I&R (Intelligence and Reconnaissance) Platoon of the 394th Infantry Regiment of the U.S. 99th Infantry Division and was attacked by Fallschirmjäger-Regiment 9 of the 3rd Fallschirmjäger-Division.




    Oberschütze Rudi Frühbeisser, Fallschirmjäger-Regiment 9, 3rd Fallschirmjäger-Division, wrote an account of this costly attack on the defense positions at Lanzerath. It shows how hard his unit was hit by the defenders of the hilltop looking over the road Lanzerath–Honsfeld: “Six o’clock! All of a sudden this hellish spectacle stops! There is the order: ‘Attack!’ We go in at the double! Suddenly, the enemy territory in front of us is bathed in a milky-white light. Hundreds of searchlights are used to create an artificial moonlight. The company is advancing steadily. We old men have been continually waiting for it. Now it should begin! All of a sudden, we reach a road that is at right angles to us. One man shouts that this is the road which forms the Belgian border. We continue to advance, pass another small road, and close in on a height. We reach the small hamlet of Hergersberg. To our right, in front of us, tank engines are roaring on a road. Now we have reached the main road. To our right, the large Belgian customs house is standing by the side of the street. Where the road twists its way down into a valley, there is a big explosion in front of us. To the side of the road, a tank has run over a mine (laid by the German troops when they where retreating earlier).




    “So the road that forks off to the right and which we’ll have to take is mined. Now we can use the break and study the map with the chief. So now we are lying by the road that is coming from Losheimergraben and is leading towards Manderfeld. Our first objective should be the small village of Hüllscheid, which is lying on the hill slope behind a mill. Slowly, dawn creeps up. A squad of Kuhlbach’s platoon advances on the road to provide cover. We see no Yanks. Now we have passed the mill, after a signal has come in from forward troops. To our right the road from Losheimergraben is coming down. So forward on our left. By a row of high firs we proceed with caution. Suddenly, a heavy machine gun opens up!”
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    Rudi Frühbeisser.




    Mortar fire rained down on the village. Fahnenjunker-Oberjäger Herbert Vogt, who was hunkering down next to Frühbeisser, was shot in the neck. Frühbeisser quickly dragged him into the house opposite. The round must have gone straight through the throat, thought Frühbeisser, who already had some experience in the matter. Bang! An antitank gun must have shot straight through the house. Rubble and stones flew through the air. Squad leader Lassek was mortally wounded. The sergeant-medic of the 1st Company was also killed. Captain Schiffke, the 1st Company commander, sent some men into the foremost house, as there was a better view from there. They spotted a Yank up in a big tree in the woods. Boom! A rifle grenade fired at him, and the Yank tumbled out of the tree.




    The 2nd Battalion attacked the village of Merlscheid from Backelsberg, which lay behind Hüllscheid. Again and again one could hear the high barking of an antitank gun firing into the village. According to the map, it should have been higher up at the crossroads, which on the right runs toward Lanzerath and on the left toward Hasenvenn. After a while, the men succeeded in making their way forward and found the signalers with their radios lying by the side of the road. They belong to the signals platoon of the 2nd Battalion. Five of them have been killed; the others, severely wounded. Here the runner of the staff of the 1st Battalion, Gefreiter Peter Heidkamp, got it in his right hand. However, he passed his orders on to the company commander. Stabsfeldwebel Schega of the 1st Company with his squad managed to break through a wall into a house. From there they knocked out an American machine gun. They continued and, after a few shots, reached Merlscheid safely.




    “Yanks really must have lived here,” Frühbeisser said. “Food stands around on tables everywhere. American weapons, ammunition, and equipment are captured by us. The first American cigarettes are smoked in this battle. A squad from the 15th Company, which is located in a house in Hüllscheid, takes a direct hit. Oberschütze Mittelmann, Obergefreiter Hermann, Gefreiter Conrad, Gefreiter Wittig, and Gefreiter Pfau are killed straightaway. Schütze Eder is killed by a shell from an infantry gun. In Merlscheid, Schütze Hildebrand of the 14th company, shot through the head by an infantry gun, is killed outright. The 2nd Battalion now has crossed the road leading to Lanzerath. The 1st Battalion from Merlscheid is approaching Lanzerath via a small road.”
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    Modern view of Lanzerath. The village consisted of twenty-three houses and a church. A tall fir forest enclosed the village on two sides. Here a fierce fight took place with the weak American forces who remained.




    Snow covered the field to the front of the I&R Platoon of the 394th Infantry Regiment (99th Infantry Division) and extended 200 yards down to the first house in Lanzerath. The field was bisected by a farm fence about four feet high, creating a main line of resistance. The two- and three-man foxhole bunkers were covered with six- to eight-inch pine logs. The interlocking fields of fire created a final protective line measuring up to Fort Benning’s “school solution.” The .50-caliber machine gun mounted on the jeep was in a defilade position. Fresh snow had fallen several times and camouflaged the position beyond detection. A bitter cold had temperatures ranging from the teens at night to the twenties and low thirties during the day. Snow was two to four inches deep in the fields and drifting. The sharp wind gusted from the north and forced a freezing fog to roll into and out of the platoon area.




    Lieutenant Warren Springer of the 371st Field Artillery, 99th Infantry Division, wrote: “On the fifteenth of December 1944, Peter Gacki, Willard Wibben, Billy Queen, and I were in a house on the east side of the road in Lanzerath that served as our base and observation post. I don’t remember anyone else being in the house on that day or the next. On the second floor of the house, there was a window that provided a good view of Losheim and the Schnee Eiffel area. Sandbags were in place against the wall just below the level of the window ledge. A BC scope was in place to aid in observation of the enemy area. During the morning on the fifteenth, we spotted a man riding into Lanzerath on a bicycle. I questioned him, and he said he had come into the village to pick up some shoes he had left with a cousin so that they could be repaired. Somehow his story didn’t seem quite right, so I took him to a building diagonally across the street where there were a number of our troops. I don’t remember if they were part of the tank destroyer group or some of the I&R Platoon. I wanted to see if any of them had seen the suspect around before. As I remember, the person in charge of the group said he would have a couple of his men take the suspect back to Battalion S-2 for questioning.”




    Lieutenant Lyle Bouck Jr., commander of the I&R Platoon, 394th Infantry Regiment, 99th Infantry Division, recalled: “Suddenly, without warning, a barrage of artillery registered at about 0500 hours and continued until about 0700 hours. The artillery was relentless and frightening, but not devastating. Much landed short, wide, and long of our position, and mostly tree bursts. At any rate, our well-protected cover prevented casualties. The telephone lines were out, but the one radio allowed us to report to the regiment. Kriz told us that regiment and the entire front had received the same artillery. He suggested some forward patrol action, and to maintain contact. As a patrol was being prepared, three jeeps and several trucks (the 801st Tank Destroyer Unit in Lanzerath) came up the road, turned left at the platoon left flank, and headed for Buchholz Station. This information was reported to regiment. First Lt. Ed Buenger (394th assistant S-2) explained this to Kriz and Riley. We were directed to get someone into the village and try to determine what was happening. Slape and Creger went into Lanzerath and occupied the command post vacated by the tank destroyers. As Slape went forward, he took a field phone; he and Creger ran a new wire for contact.
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    Lyle Bouck.




    “The next hour or so, nothing happened. Then Slape reported what appeared to be a column of troops marching toward Lanzerath. This was reported to regiment, and I asked permission to withdraw and engage in a delaying action. Kriz said to remain in position and some reinforcements would come from the 3rd Battalion. Slape called again and said some Germans were in the house (downstairs) and he and Creger wanted help. I sent McGhee, Silvola, and Robinson across the road, told them to creep along the ditch, get close to the second house on the left, open fire, and see if they could release Slape and Creger. Sak went forward to the point foxhole and Fort monitored the radio. In the meantime, Slape and Creger slipped out of the house, into a barn, under some cows, and out the other side, into the woods. While they circled north in the draw and woods, McGehee, Silvola, and Robinson closed into the village and engaged in a fire fight and wiped out what they described as platoon in size. At this time, Sak reported seeing a young girl come out of the corner house, on the right, and talk to the German soldiers, pointing north. When this happened, Risto Milosevich and I crept out the rear of the platoon position, crossed the road to Buchholz and entered a group of sapling pines (about five to six feet tall) in hopes of locating or learning something of Slape, Creger, McGehee, Silvola, Robinson. The entire platoon was firing for a short time. Then, suddenly, Slape and Creger appeared in the small trees with Risto and me. Slape was crouched forward and moaning; he told of falling as he slipped while running across the road (from Lanzerath to Losheimergraben). As he ran following Creger, the Germans fired upon him with an automatic weapon, and shot the heel of his shoe off. Later, we learned he had fractured two ribs in the incident, which caused him pain.”




    Rudi Frühbeisser of Fallschirmjäger-Regiment 9 continues his story: “A loud single explosion. Captain Schiffke has been hit in his arm. A Stabsfeldwebel medic quickly bandages his chief. He got a grazing wound on the upper arm. Now the 1st, 2nd, and 3rd Companies have run into opposition. Weapons specialist Federowski is hit. And Willi Kölker also is wounded by a round in the upper thigh. Bradel from Vienna is killed. The 2nd Battalion also has got engaged in combat. There the commander of the 6th Company, Hauptmann Theetz, falls. A machine-gun crew consisting of Hoffmann, Ollermann, and Jähring all are mortally hit by headshots while lying at their gun. Platoon commander Otto Pleie, a veteran of Normandy, takes a round in the shoulder. Within the 4th Company of Oberleutnant Grau, platoon commander Ilk and Weishäupel are hit. The tank killer squad leader, Klein, and Noak both fall with head shots.”




    Lyle Bouck continues: “The four of us crept across Buchholz road and back into the rear of the platoon position. All of this movement was accomplished without exposure, because we were below the crest of the hill. Slape was not aware of McGhee’s fate. McGehee, Silvola, and Robinson all described later how they were cut off from the platoon and traveled north to reach the lst Battalion to try to get some help (not knowing help would not come, as all units were having the same problems as we). In their movement north, they had to negotiate the deep RR cut (thirty to forty feet deep) containing the tracks running from Losheim to Buchholz Station. At this time, they were in another fire fight with a battalion of German troops wearing ‘white’ to blend in with the snow. Robinson was badly wounded, the calf of his right leg was ripped open. Silvola was wounded severely in the left elbow. They were trapped on the north bank of the RR cut and captured at gun point. I told Slape and Creger to get into McGhee’s vacated hole. As they crept forward to do so, the first attack by the Germans was made on our position. This may have been two platoons, storming up the snow covered slope, trying to get over a fence to our position.”




    Rudi Frühbeisser resumes his account: “The 2nd Company is carrying out a storming attack on a small section of wood 300 meters left of the street. During the attack, platoon commander Karl Quator and Fischer, as well as Rench and Roth and Heube are killed. Platoon commander P (?) is wounded. The 1st Company cannot proceed. The fir forest is strongly mined. Some now try to clear the mines. Our old Oberschütze Winter, who was in Russia with General Meindl, is slightly wounded in his arm. Winter is a Gau orator in the NSDAP. One man jokingly teases him, ‘So, Hans, you with your golden party membership badge are impervious to more than a scratch.’ And, as if he really is invulnerable, he walks back to the street in order to get bandaged by the medic, Otto.”




    Lyle Bouck again: “The attack was repelled and this action reported to regiment. Somewhere during this time, three strangers joined us. They came in a jeep. One was a first lieutenant forward observer and two of his men. (Seems he was part of the tank destroyer unit.)*”




    Lt. Warren Springer of 371st Field Artillery Battalion, 99th Infantry Division, remembers: “Although there had been some increase in activity both during the day and night in the area around Losheim before 16 December, it hardly prepared us for the intensity of the enemy artillery barrage that opened up around 0530 that morning. This continued for more than an hour. The area in front of our observation post was blackened by a concentration of artillery shells that had fallen short by about fifty yards. The concentrated pattern made it clear that the enemy knew that the house was used as an observation post. I remembered the man we had questioned the previous day and suspected that he or someone else had passed on information on our location.




    “When the barrage lifted, we watched from our window for signs of enemy approaching, but none appeared. I went outside to check the road and saw the tank destroyer group pulling out. I stopped one of the vehicles and was told a strong German force was advancing up the road. I called the Fire Direction Center, told them of the situation, and asked for artillery fire on the road 200 yards south of our post. They told me they could not do anything at that time because they were under small-arms attack. A short time later, two or three men appeared in a jeep and said they were on their way to a prepared defense position and advised us to go with them since the Germans were right behind them. I was glad that artillery fire had not been delivered when I requested it because these men might have been casualties. I had been under the impression from the tank destroyer group that they were the last ones out. We followed the men a short distance north on the Lanzerath road, turned left and followed a trail up to the prepared position. There were several foxholes, or dugouts, in the area. Each one was surrounded and covered with logs and dirt. There were narrow openings in front for firing and an entrance in back. The I&R Platoon, commanded by Lieutenant Bouck, was already in place. Bouck, or one of his men, directed Gacki, Wibben, and me to one of the dugouts and asked Billy Queen to join two or three of his men in one of the other dugouts. I think these men were the same ones who led us to the position.




    “Lieutenant Bouck asked me if I could bring in some artillery fire. I told him I would try, but they were under attack back in the rear area and might not be able to respond. I did get through on the radio and asked for artillery fire in front of our position. I was told they would try to give us artillery support as soon as possible, but reinforcements were out of the question. A short time later, some rounds came in to our right front. I asked for a correction to bring the fire directly in front of the position and also asked that they drop some fire on the Lanzerath road in the vicinity of our observation post in the house we had occupied to prevent enemy reinforcements, particularly armored vehicles, from coming from that direction.
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