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I have worked on these books for many years, visited the battlefield, and seen the evidence of that difficult battle for freedom. I am happy and proud that I was able to speak with so many of the soldiers—old men now, but all seventeen or eighteen then. I call them heroes, but they will deny it, claiming that they just did what they had to do.


Not long ago, I met my hero, a person who touched my heart with her courage, spirit, and energy—just by being herself. There are no words to describe her impact on me, but one meets someone like her only once in a lifetime and is wise never to let go. I wish I could do more for her, but this book is dedicated to her. Kimmie, you are my hero. Semper Fi—Oorah!
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Book One


Hell at Bütgenbach














Introduction to Book One


After finishing Battle of the Bulge, Vol. 1, it was clear to me that without this volume on the 1st Infantry Division and the next one on the 30th Infantry Division, the combat history of the north shoulder of the Battle of the Bulge would not be complete.


This work describes actions in the V Corps’ sector. This is the area—at such locations as (Domaine) Bütgenbach, Büllingen, Morscheck, Schoppen, Faymonville, Waimes, and Weywertz—where the 1st Infantry Division and its supporting units defended themselves from 17 December 1944 until the German attack was halted. It is based on official U.S. Army documents and after-action reports and is complemented by testimonies by members of the 1st Infantry Division and its supporting troops.
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A forest area of Schoppen during the battle at Bütgenbach.
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THE GENERAL SITUATION


On 16 December 1944, heavy enemy attacks on the southern half of the U.S. First Army’s front heralded the opening of the Germans’ Ardennes campaign.


The 1st Infantry Division, commanded by Maj. Gen. Clift Andrus, with elements of the 29th Infantry Division attached, on D-Day, 6 June 1944, assaulted Omaha Beach near St. Laurent-sur-Mer as part of the V Corps, First Army, and on 13 June, it captured Caumont. A month later the division was relieved at Caumont and, as part of VII Corps, First Army, attacked through the St. Lô breakthrough. The division first attacked south toward Avranches and then northeast toward Falaise, where it assisted in closing the Argentan-Falaise pocket on 19 August, resulting in the virtual destruction of the German Seventh Army. From there, the 1st Division swiftly moved east and crossed the Seine River south of Paris. In the attack to the northeast to the vicinity of Mons, in five days of fighting (3–8 September), the division annihilated a German corps of five divisions that was attempting to escape from the pocket caused by the rapid advance of the First Army.




[image: ]


Maj. Gen. Clift Andrus.
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Infantrymen from G Company, 26th Infantry, advance cautiously toward an intersection in Aachen while routing out dug-in Germans.
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Aided by the armored force, American infantry of M Company, 26th Infantry, move forward to engage the enemy in Aachen.
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On 21 October 1944, the 1st Division captured Aachen, and on 7 December, it completed a determined drive through the Hürtgen Forrest to reach the Roer River as part of the VII Corps. The division, having suffered heavy casualties in this drive, was subsequently relieved and retired to a rehabilitation area in the vicinity of Eupen, Belgium. On 16 December, it was alerted for employment in the Ardennes.
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M10 3-inch GMCs of A Company, 634th Tank Destroyer Battalion, fight their way into the outskirts of Aachen on 14 October 1944.





THE OPENING PHASE OF THE GERMAN ATTACK


The rough wooded tableland of the Ardennes in eastern Belgium contains numerous small streams, which become serious obstacles during periods of heavy rain or thaw. The principal ridgeline runs from Bastogne northeast through St. Vith, with the north end through the village of Losheim. Parallel to this ridge and extending from Stavelot to beyond Monschau is another section of high ground called the Hohe Venn. To the east of this hill mass, Elsenborn Ridge crosses the approach to Malmédy from the east. About one third of the Ardennes area is wooded. The terrain is favorable for armored employment near St. Vith and Bastogne but poor in the forest and marshes in the western portion of the Ardennes area.


The Ardennes contains a fair primary but poor secondary road system, making control of the limited roads a prerequisite to either successful attack or defense. Because of the rough terrain, the key centers of the road net assumed great importance. St. Vith is the center of the road net south of the Hohe Venn. This highway along the ridge from Wiltz through St. Vith and Malmédy to Aachen was the principal lateral road for combat units in the line.


Winter had arrived on the Western Front. In the Ardennes particularly, the winter months are severe, and the expected heavy snow would make infantry maneuver difficult and would seriously limit tank movement. A partial thaw, which set in at the beginning of the counteroffensive, created cloud conditions, which nullified Allied air efforts but made it very muddy for the movement of German armor. Later, the weather cleared and the ground froze hard, making the going better for armor and also for the Allied air forces.


The broad plan of the enemy was to strike toward the Meuse River and on to Brussels and Antwerp, with the 6th Panzer Army on the north driving to Liege and the 5th Panzer Army on the south thrusting toward Namur. The area of attack was a sixty-mile front between Echternach, Luxembourg, and Roetgen, Germany.


To the right of the I SS Panzer Corps, the LXVII Army Corps, with the 272nd and 326th Volksgrenadier Divisions, had been committed as part of the effort of the 6th Panzer Army. It had orders to break through the American front line on both sides of Monschau and then turn toward the northwest to cover the right flank of the tank units advancing toward the Meuse on the Simmerath-Eupen line.
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To the south, the 5th Panzer Army was to attack on a broad front with plans to advance northwest by way of St. Vith, then due west by way of Houffalize and Bastogne. In conjunction with the attacks of the 5th and 6th Panzer Armies, Otto Skorzeny’s task force, comprising about 2,000 men organized into a panzer brigade and a picked group of 150 English-speaking commandos, was given the twofold mission of seizing undamaged at least two Meuse bridges and creating confusion and loss of control in the American rear. The task force, partially equipped with American vehicles, was to accompany the mass of armor and, splitting into small groups was to attempt to infiltrate to the Meuse at night. The commandos were provided with American uniforms and vehicles and were to slip through the line and give false directions, cut communications, and generally disrupt control.
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Lt. Col. Otto Skorzeny.
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The Germans’ attack was expertly planned and carefully disguised. They picked unlikely terrain and a thinly-held front. They waited for weather favorable to this attack (limited visibility to reduce the effectiveness of Allied air superiority), and for the first week their operations were concealed in fog. They built up enough supplies to catapult the initial momentum. Furthermore, beyond the normal means at their command, they used every deception and surprise element they could conceive, labeling these measures Operation Greif.


Detailed intelligence reports and estimates kept track of the American situation in the avenue of the proposed attack, and it was plain that the one imponderable in the German planning was the mobility of the American forces, which could be made available to block the drive. Operation Greif had the mission of balancing this factor. About 700 parachutists would drop behind Allied lines to seize the important road junctions between Eupen and Malmédy and block any American attempts to reinforce the breakthrough area.


By the night of 15–16 December 1944, the German assault divisions had closed into their final assembly area, the bulk of their artillery was in position, and reserve divisions were en route.


The attack was initiated in the southern portion of the V Corps and the northern portion of the broad front held by the VIII Corps and was supported by a heavy schedule of well-coordinated artillery fire, commencing at 0530 hours. Beginning at 0800 hours, the enemy’s long-range artillery concentrated on key rear installations at Roetgen, Eupen, Malmédy, Verviers, and St. Vith.


Things went wrong from the start in the northern sector. On the night of 16–17 December 1944, the parachutists were dropped in the general area of the Malmédy-Eupen woods. As established from prisoners of war, they were members of a special unit, led by Col. Friedrich von der Heydte, who were grouped together from various parachute divisions on a volunteer basis. In spite of distinguished leadership, their plan to seize the vital crossroads between Eupen and Malmédy failed. None of the paratroopers had been told of the mission, other than the statement that further instructions would be issued on landing. A crosswind and bad briefing of the Ju 52 pilots scattered the units and their weapons and equipment over a wide area. Much equipment and radios were broken or lost during the fall, and reorganization was never accomplished. To add to the Germans’ misfortunes, their attack in the north around Büllingen was slow in starting, and on 17 December 1944, the attack on Monschau was turned back by American artillery. In its attack on 16 and 18 December, the corps had initial successes, but was unable to hold on to them. In the entire sector the front line remained in American hands.


The initial mission of the 6th Panzer Army was to attack rapidly west on a narrow front to seize Malmédy. The I SS Panzer Corps—with the 1st SS Panzer Division leading, followed by the 3rd Parachute Division, the 12th Volksgrenadier Division, and the 12th SS Panzer Division—was to make the main effort for the 6th Panzer Army. The II SS Panzer Corps was held in the rear of the I SS Panzer Corps to exploit the breakthrough and swing north on the east flank of the I SS Panzer Corps. Farther to the south, the 1st SS Panzer Division successfully reached the outskirts of Malmédy.


To the left of the 6th Panzer Army, the 5th Panzer Army joined up. The breakthrough of the 1st SS Panzer Division at Krewinkel and the 3rd Fallschirmjôger Division at Manderfeld pulled its extreme right wing along. The divisions of the corps committed here, the LXVI Corps and the LVIII Panzer Corps, in the beginning had suffered considerable problems. To the left, the LXVI Panzer Corps crossed the Our River between Dasburg and Gemünd, and on 16 December, it broke through the American front. To the left of the 5th Panzer Army, the 7th Army crossed the Our against little opposition and formed a bridgehead at Vianden; even farther to the left, the Sauer was crossed between Wallendorf and Echternach.


On 16 December 1944, the U.S. First Army reacted promptly to protect the vital road network leading to the vast supply points in the vicinity of Liege and Verviers. The 1st, 9th, and 30th Infantry Divisions, 82nd Airborne Division, 5th Armored Division, and elements of the 3rd Armored Division were quickly assigned to the V Corps and moved in rapidly, extending the front of the corps from Bütgenbach through Malmédy, Stavelot, and La Gleize to the vicinity of Werbomont. The Germans succeeded in capturing Büllingen late in the afternoon of 17 December and pushed patrols toward Bütgenbach but failed to take advantage of the fact that American defenses in that area were still somewhat fluid.
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Troops of the U.S. 1st Division on the lookout for German paratroopers in the Baraque Michel area.
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On 17 December, the right wing of the 5th Panzer Army made only slow progress toward St. Vith. The LVIII Panzer Corps also made no progress. On the other hand, the XXXXVII Panzer Corps crossed the Clerf with the 2nd Panzer Division and took Clervaux. At Drauffelt, the 26th Volksgrenadier Division formed a bridgehead, over which the Panzer Lehr Division was brought forward. In the 7th Army, the 5th Parachute Division formed a bridgehead over the Clerf at Kautenbach, close to its junction with the Wiltz. The neighboring divisions on the left gained little ground.














CHAPTER 1


American Defensive Positions


DISPOSITION OF THE 1ST INFANTRY DIVISION


The 1st Division, after participating in the campaign to reach the Roer River in late November and early December, was relieved of this mission on 5 December. The 16th Regimental Combat Team (RCT) passed under the operational control of the V Corps and relieved the 60th RCT on the Monschau front. The 26th RCT was relieved on 6 December by elements of the 9th Division and went to the rest area at Aubel, Belgium, while the 18th RCT was relieved on 8 December by units of the same division and went into quarters near Plombiers, Belgium.


The 26th had been hit hard in the Hürtgen Forest. E and F Companies, with machine-gun attachments from H Company, had been surrounded and annihilated in the town of Merode, Germany, from 30 November to 3 December 1944. The remaining elements of the battalion had been reduced to small numbers prior to the regiment’s relief in the Hürtgen Forest on 7 December. E and F Companies and the machine-gun platoons of H Company had started their reorganization on 8 December. On 9 December, replacements had joined the battalion in its rehabilitation area in the vicinity of Eupen. The companies had been brought up to about 100 men each—about 60 percent strength. G Company had not been brought to full strength and started from Aubel with only about fifty men. Thus, G Company had 10 to 15 percent replacements, while E and F Companies were 90 percent replacements (others back from the hospital). Two heavy machine-gun platoons were completely new except for eight men. Officer ranks were depleted. In the whole battalion, there were only seven “old” officers (four officers in headquarters and two in the line who came in on D-Day). There were only about four Browning automatic rifles to a company, but the battalion was not short on heavy guns. It was short on grenade launchers and lacked two jeeps.


1st Lt. August T. “Mac” McColgan, commander of G Company, 2nd Battalion, 26th Infantry, 1st Infantry Division, remembers: “Aubel was the little village where my battalion (2nd Battalion, 26th Infantry) was sent for R&R after suffering through the meat-grinding known as the Hürtgen Forest. R&R in this instance did not mean rest and relaxation. In early December 1944, it meant repair, regroup, and replace men and material.
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Soldiers of the 1st Infantry Division are trying to buy wooden shoes from a local store in Belgium.
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“Having been in Aubel for several days repairing the morale and welfare of the troops, checking new and old equipment, and orienting new troops to the sight, sound, smell, and expectations of battle, on 15 December 1944, I decided a trip to Verviers (Belgium) to visit my soldiers in the hospital was in order.


“My troops in the hospital were in good shape. Some would be back in about thirty days; some would be evacuated to England and then to the United States. However, the staff at the hospital was uptight. A nurse friend told me that they might have to pack up and move. She said that the hospital had not been hit, but that several times during the past twenty-four hours a large shell would land and blow a hole in the Verviers landscape. No one seemed to know where the shells were coming from.




[image: ]


Lt. Amy Lou Smith of the Army Nurse Corps offers water to Cpl. Jean L. Ferry during a card game between patients at the 50th Field Hospital, somewhere in Belgium, 6 November 1944.







[image: ]


WACs in Paris visit nearby hospitals to cheer up wounded GIs, December 1944.





“Looking at my map, I calculated that the German lines were twenty to thirty miles east of Verviers. No one on our front lines had reported sight, sound or flash of any weapon large enough, or with range enough to reach all the way to Verviers. Anyhow about an hour later one dropped about 500 yards away. I then decided it was safer in Aubel, so I headed back (many years later I found one of those mystery guns in the museum at Aberdeen Proving Ground, Maryland; the Ordnance Corps experts estimated it had a range of seventy miles with a rocket assisted projectile).


“At 1700 hours (15 December), the battalion commander, Lt. Col. Derrill M. Daniel, at a hastily called conference, cautioned the company commanders and staff to stay close by, not more than thirty minutes away, and to keep radios on when away from a telephone. He then let us read the latest ‘poop’ from higher headquarters. Among them was a corps or army intelligence estimate. It, in vague terms, identified ‘a German panzer unit east of the Ardennes region.’ It gave an assessment of its capabilities, an attempt to break through the lines in the Ardennes.


“As a parting word to me, Daniel said, ‘Mac, officially you are company commander of G Company; however, I still want you to function as the battalion antitank officer until I get a replacement. Can you do it?’ ‘I’ll give it my best shot,’ was my reply. ‘Good, tell the platoon sergeant he will look to you for final guidance on defense. You will be too damm busy should we have to attack any place anytime soon.’”
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1st Lt. August T. “Mac” McColgan.







[image: ]


Sgt. Vaughn Sturtevant.





On 16 December, following the announcement of the German breakthrough in Belgium and Luxembourg, the VII Corps issued an order placing the 26th RCT on a six-hour alert ready for movement to the breakthrough area. That evening, the 16th Infantry was placed on a four-hour alert, while the 33rd Field Artillery Battalion was placed on one-hour call. The 26th RCT was then warned to be ready to move at midnight by way of Aubel and Verviers to Elsenborn. By 2250 hours, the 18th RCT was also alerted for movement, and the 26th was told to start moving at 2400 hours to Camp Elsenborn, where it would come under control of the V Corps. At the same time, the V Corps returned the 16th RCT to the control of the VII Corps and the 1st Division.


Sgt. Vaughn Sturtevant, a squad leader in I Company, 3rd Battalion, 26th Infantry, 1st Infantry Division, recalls: “A few days before the start of the German counteroffensive in December 1944, the 1st Division was taken off line for some rebuilding following the Hürtgen Forest and Roer River battles, in which we took heavy casualties. I had been a squad leader since the first time we took Büllingen sometime earlier. My very modest spoken French was better than that of anyone else in our I Company, 26th Infantry Regiment, so I was asked to negotiate with a farmer (near Verviers, I think) to provides us with space inside his hay barns for temporary residence. This we found to be a real luxury, considering the fact that for weeks we had been living outdoors. I think it was in our first night’s sleep in the hay (17 December?) when a messenger awakened me, saying, ‘Get your men ready to move out. The Germans have broken through in the Ardennes.’ I think Stars and Stripes called it putting the ‘varsity’ back in play!”


Sgt. Rocco J. Moretto of C Company, 1st Battalion, 26th Infantry, gives this account: “C Company was attached to the 2nd Battalion of the 26th Infantry Regiment for the move. We traveled both on foot and by truck in a shuttle type move, and our target was Domaine Bütgenbach. On our way we encountered many American troops who had been overrun, were disorganized and in full retreat.


“Some of the troops were on foot and some in vehicles including some tanks. Some of the men related some weird accounts of what was going on. The one account, which has always stuck in my mind, was that parachutes, which turned out to be false, were dropping Tiger tanks and that German paratroopers dressed in American uniforms who spoke perfect English were dropped behind the lines. This turned out to be true. This and other stories we heard made us wonder what we were headed for.”


McColgan, continues his story: “On the morning of 16 December, at 0900 hours officers call, we were told: no more men, no more equipment, we fight with what we have. Of course, at that time, no one said we were going back into the line. Upon return to the company area, it was continued maintenance and orientation of the troops. At that time, G Company consisted of 100 troops and 3 officers, including myself. The other two were ‘retreads’ from the transportation corps. Good men, but they have yet to hear the sound and smell of battle.
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T/Sgt. Bob Weight (left) and S/Sgt. Rocky Moretto (right) at Dom Bütgenbach.
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“At approximately 1100 hours, word came telling us to be at battalion headquarters at 1200 hours. This turned out to be a crucial meeting. The order was very simple. There had been a breakthrough, some American units had been over run; account for all your men, combat packs, extra ammo, two days rations and be prepared to move. Didn’t know exactly where to or when, but be ready to load up and move out.


“At dusk, a truck company moved into the area. Four for each company. It would be a little crowded, but what the hell, we had to keep warm. At 1800 hours another meeting at battalion headquarters. The battalion was on a six-hour alert to move. Still did not know where to or when, but get ready to move at a moment’s notice. More hurry-up-and-wait. However, the battalion commander said a possible destination was Camp Elsenborn. That sounded nice. A camp could be more or less permanent location. Maybe it would be clean and warm. Be back at 2000 hours for another meeting and maybe some more information. How little did we know what the next week, the next month would bring.


“The 2000 hours meeting was a little more informative. Camp Elsenborn was a definite, but we may have trouble along the way. The Germans have dropped numerous paratroops, most in American uniforms, so we may have our road march to Elsenborn disrupted or delayed. At that point we were on a five-minute ‘load up and move status.’ We were instructed to return at 2400 hours for a final briefing. The suspense of a ‘stand-by and be ready to move’ situation was tiring.”
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Snow and ice make the going tough for U.S. Army vehicles on a road in Belgium. The snowstorm was responsible for the gasoline truck at left skidding off the road and for stalling trucks going in the opposite direction.
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American infantrymen of the 26th Infantry move up to repel a strong German counterattack near Bütgenbach, 17 December 1944.
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DISPOSITION OF THE 26TH INFANTRY REGIMENT


The village of Elsenborn lies at a height of 630 meters. From there, the ground falls to 570 meters at Wirtzfeld. Büllingen is nearly the same elevation. The terrain north of the Domaine Bütgenbach rises to 602 meters, and at first drops to 570 meters toward Bütgenbach, then rises to 597 meters. The large stone manor house known as Domaine Bütgenbach, with its flanking stone foundation, wooden barns, and nearby gardens, was situated in a narrow valley between the two hills. The Schwarzenbüchel Hill west of Büllingen rises to 603 meters from the Schwarzenbach, with one hill to the north (Hill 598) and one to the south (Hill 613). These hills were mostly devoid of cover except for some straight rows of tall, widely spaced spruce trees on either side of the trails crisscrossing the estate. In the north behind the Schwarzenbach brook, there are moist meadows, and behind that in the west a wood (Plôttscheidor Platzheid). At the top of Hill 613, almost a kilometer south of the manor, lay the edge of the Bütgenbacher Heck, a dense strip of coniferous forest. A kilometer beyond that, out of sight over the hill’s crest, was the crossroads of Morscheck, which was occupied at that moment by the paratroopers of the 3rd Fallschirmjôger Division.
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Aerial view of Elsenborn.
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The main east-west highway the Germans wanted so desperately ran south past the manor, dipping into another small valley about 500 meters to the east. North of the Rocherath-Elsenborn line, many brooks that generally run north cut the moist terrain. South of this line, which forms a local watershed, many brooks run in a southwestern direction towards the dam in the vale of Bütgenbach. Apart from the brooks and some edges of the lake, the rolling terrain here is dry and littered with small patches of woods. South of the lake, the open ground in an east-west direction on both sides of the Domaine Bütgenbach is funneled into a narrow strip, about one kilometer wide. For the defenders the narrow pass on both sides of the Domaine and an advanced position on the Schwarzenbüchel Hill offered themselves. The Americans clearly had seen this, especially the V Corps and the 99th Infantry Division, who were fighting here for some time and knew the terrain. The Bütgenbach-Waimes sector was the responsibility of the 26th Infantry Regiment of the 1st Infantry Division.


At 0200 hours on 17 December 1944, the 26th Infantry was ordered to Camp Elsenborn on the northern flank of the breakthrough in order to contain the enemy’s drive and prevent it from spreading north. The leading battalion, the 3rd, was held back behind American lines to defend against a drop of German paratroopers. The column then drove on without lights, and the first elements of the 26th Infantry reached Camp Elsenborn at 0700 hours and were placed under the 99th Division (until 18 December, when the regiment reverted to the 1st Division). At 1400 hours, the battalion drove on toward Bütgenbach and then assumed defensive positions northwest of Büllingen. The 2nd Battalion was committed to the defense of the narrows to the east of Domaine Bütgenbach. At 1830 hours, both battalions were in their sectors. The regiment was attached to the 99th Infantry Division.
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Domaine Bütgenbach.
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1st Lt. Mac McColgan, commander of G Company, 2nd Battalion, 26th Infantry, remembers: “Finally, at about 0200 hours on 17 December, we loaded up and moved out to Elsenborn. Our trip was delayed several times along the way as we stopped to hunt some German paratroops. Really we didn’t get any, never saw any, and we must have scared the hell out of them. I later heard they were surrendering to units that came behind us.


“We arrived at Elsenborn at approximately 0700 hours on 17 December. In the shelter of a building in the town of Bütgenbach, we received a map briefing and were given our orders. G Company would ‘attack’ along the road, Bütgenbach to Büllingen, and occupy the ridge line overlooking Büllingen. G Company would deploy one platoon on each side of the road, one platoon in reserve. That platoon would take up positions along the ridgeline covering all approaches to Domaine Bütgenbach from the south. The battalion commander’s last words were ‘Gentlemen, we fight and die here.’


“At 0900 hours, G Company started the attack toward the ridge line (approximately 2,000 yards). I had covered 300 to 400 yards when a hysterical officer came running up to me. He was shouting, ‘You can’t go up there. You’ll all be killed. Thousands of Germans, hundreds of tanks. You’ll all be killed. Don’t go.’ I had paused for a moment and contacted the battalion commander by radio to report. His word was to send the officer back to the battalion command post and continue the attack. Attack we did, all 2,000 yards, didn’t see one German, didn’t see one tank, didn’t fire one round.”
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Morscheck. To the left is the building used by the 3rd Parachute Division as a headquarters and later by the 12th SS Panzer Division as a headquarters and field hospital.
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This “hysterical officer” was Capt. John J. Kennedy, commander of B Company from the 612th Tank Destroyer Battalion. He had clerks, mechanics, and other troops with him. Kennedy had organized a roadblock with the remains of the 254th Engineers, who were still fighting after being overrun by tanks and infantry of Kampfgruppe Peiper and were supported by elements of the 99th Infantry Division headquarters, as well as by a nearby antiaircraft unit and four 3-inch guns of the 612th Tank Destroyer Battalion.


At 0500 hours on 17 December, Kennedy had received a report by radio that tanks were attacking Honsfeld. He immediately decided to try to reach Honsfeld by going through Büllingen. While going down the road toward Honsfeld, he was met by elements of the 801st Tank Destroyer Battalion moving on foot who told him that their positions in front of Honsfeld had been hit by hordes of German tanks followed by infantry and that the company had nothing left—only a few personal weapons. Captain Kennedy then decided to approach Honsfeld on foot. Since enemy planes had become very active and flares were being dropped throughout the area, he had no trouble looking into the town. What he saw was shocking, even to a company commander who had been fighting the Germans since soon after D-Day. The entire town was surrounded by enemy troops, and tanks could be seen milling around the area. It was immediately apparent that elements of B Company and the reconnaissance platoon had been lost. With a heavy heart, he proceeded to Büllingen, where a direct wire to the 99th Infantry Division’s command post was found and the chaotic situation reported. He was ordered by the chief of staff to gather any available troops and block the road to Bütgenbach. He then decided to try to reach the platoon. The 254th Engineer Battalion in Büllingen was overrun. The G-3 of the 99th Division ordered them to fight a delaying action. B Company and headquarters were to fall back down the Büllingen-Bütgenbach road. This was easier said than done. When the Germans overran the battalion, the unit was cut off and consequently could not be withdrawn from the Büllingen-Bütgenbach road. They simply disappeared in the German surge. Headquarters and the service company were able to quickly form a new defensive line west of the town. To give the appearance of having more strength than it actually did, men were constantly shifted from position to position.
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Aerial view of Büllingen.





The 254th Battalion headquarters used any and all available men to hold the new line—cooks, drivers, clerks, and a motley collection of stragglers from the 99th Division headquarters. The headquarters line was clearly visible from the town. After working their way through the woods, two platoons of B Company, 254th Engineers, reached the headquarters positions around noon. When the German lead vehicles arrived around 0800 hours, they recognized the line of positions. The tank destroyers immediately opened fire. The Germans saw the danger of the engineers’ line. They brought up artillery and swept the positions with shellfire.


At 1300 hours, under the cover of several arriving light tanks, the engineers slipped out of their positions. They established a new line at the crossroads. At 1500 hours, the 2nd Battalion of the 26th Infantry Regiment quickly moved up from a rear rest area to relieve the battalion. They had been there since 0800 hours that morning. Captain Kennedy was recommended for the Silver Star for his defense of the vital crossroads, which remained in American hands throughout the day.
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The 1st Battalion, 26th Infantry, on its way to Bütgenbach.
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The 26th Infantry occupied Bütgenbach at 1400 hours, at which time the 2nd and 3rd Battalions were ordered to continue the attack to the southeast and seize the high ground west and southwest of Büllingen. This was accomplished at 1540 hours. The 1st Battalion was then ordered to secure the town of Bütgenbach and maintain contact jeep patrols with the 2nd Battalion along the Bütgenbach-Büllingen road; the regimental command post was located in Bütgenbach. The main enemy units opposing the 26th Infantry at this time consisted of elements of the 12th SS Panzer Division Hitlerjugend, the 12th Volksgrenadier Division, and the 3rd Fallschirmjôger Division. The combat efficiency of the 26th Infantry Regiment was relatively high because of the recent six-day period of rehabilitation and its long combat record. Combat efficiency of the enemy was very high because he brought units participating in the counteroffensive up to strike the decisive blow. In addition, German morale was higher than at any time since June 1944. The individual soldier had been led to believe that this was the opportunity to destroy enemy aspirations in the west and save Germany from a two-front disaster.


Sergeant Moretto of C Company, 1st Battalion, 26th Infantry, recalls: “We arrived in Bütgenbach on 17 December and immediately started to set up a defense. The area had been occupied by an American field hospital, which had very recently evacuated the area. They had departed in an awful hurry, leaving behind a few tents, partially eaten food and all sorts of clothing including women’s unmentionables. Outposts were set up all along C Company’s front with the main line of resistance approximately seventy-five yards behind the outposts.”


THE SITUATION OF THE 2ND BATTALION, 26TH INFANTRY REGIMENT


At 1600 hours on 17 December, the 2nd Battalion received orders from Lt. Col. Derrill M. Daniel, the commanding officer of the 26th Infantry, to defend the high ground east, southeast, and south of Domaine Bütgenbach. At the time of the receipt of this order, the battalion consisted of its full complement of units and three attachments: 2nd Platoon, Antitank Company, 26th Infantry; 2nd Platoon, C Company, 634th Tank Destroyer Battalion (M10); and 2nd Platoon, C Company, 745th Tank Battalion.


Shortly thereafter, the battalion for the first time was informed of the critical nature of the German breakthrough. Lieutenant Colonel Daniel made his reconnaissance and issued his defense order putting great emphasis on subordinates and battalion staff. While giving his defense order, he emphasized the necessity of moving into and organizing their assigned defense sectors. To comply with the mission of the battalion, it was necessary to establish the main line of resistance along a front of 2,100 yards. Because of this extended frontage, support platoons could not be held out, and all three companies were placed on line. In his defense order, the battalion commander specified that each company would have one mortar for firing illuminating shells every night.


Daniel ordered his troops through Bütgenbach to seize elevated points. The 3rd Battalion was to occupy the high ground to the north of the 2nd Battalion. After hitting Bütgenbach they came down the main road toward Domaine Bütgenbach. G Company (minus one platoon) went east toward Büllingen and dug in behind a row of trees running along the top of a hill on the east side of the Schwarzenbach. E Company (Capt. Pierre Stepanian) took up positions behind similar tree lines south of the manor, about halfway up the hill leading to the Bütgenbacher Heck and Morscheck. F Company (1st Lt. James E. Rea) moved southwest to cover the area between the other two companies, digging its foxholes on the reverse slope of a ridge scarcely half a kilometer from Morscheck, a main supply route of the 6th Panzer Army. The fourth company of the 2nd Battalion was H Company, the heavy weapons company. Daniel parceled out its machine-gun and bazooka teams among the other companies to stiffen the defense line, and he placed their six 81-millimeter mortars behind Hill 598, from which they could support the whole perimeter. He held one platoon—all he could afford because of the depleted condition of his battalion—of G Company in reserve behind the manor house.


The four M4 Sherman tanks (2nd Platoon, C Company, 745th Tank Battalion) were placed in reserve to be ready for immediate employment in a counterattack role. Counterattack plans were made for this infantry-tank team to attack anywhere in the battalion sector to destroy any enemy threats to the main line of resistance. The organic and attached 57-millimeter antitank guns and the three attached M10 tank destroyers (2nd Platoon, A Company, 634th Tank Destroyer Battalion) were disposed to cover the main avenues of armored approach, i.e., the roads from Büllingen and Morscheck to Domaine Bütgenbach and the open ground between these roads.


On the right, a gap of about 1,200 yards existed between the 1st and 2nd Battalions. This gap, though tactically unsound, was unavoidable because of the scarcity of available troops in the area. The battalion command post and aid station were situated in the cellar and first floor of the main building in the area. The walls on this building were quite thick and offered adequate cover against enemy artillery and mortar fire. E and H Companies established their company command posts in the barns to the west and east of the manor house, respectively, while F and G Companies located their command posts in a hut alongside the Büllingen road just behind their main line of resistance. The third floor of the manor house provided good observation of the entire battalion sector, so the battalion observation post was located there.


Sgt. Vaughn Sturtevant, an infantry squad leader in I Company, 3rd Battalion, 26th Infantry, tells his story: “Back on the ground in the Bütgenbach area, the second battalion had already arrived ahead of us, the third battalion. Being first, the second battalion was sent to the most critical area at the cross roads with which you are familiar. My company was just to the left of it. As we approached our area we met demoralized American stragglers (99th Division?) routed by the enemy Germans whom we did not encounter immediately. We dug in just behind the crest of the ridge overlooking the Domaine Bütgenbach. Our foxholes were a little deeper than usual and often had extra log covers, two men to a hole. Snow had not yet fallen, but there was no sun. Replacement GIs were added to my rather depleted squad. They were poorly trained, I thought, and rather older than usual, mostly mid twenties or older. At twenty-one I was the youngest in the squad. However, these elderly newcomers turned out to be very dependable and reliable. Together my squad at that point had twenty-eight children, a fact the censor refused to allow me to report in a letter home! Soon thereafter, we could see and hear the big German tanks on the hill across the valley headed for the crossroads and our 2nd Battalion.”


The enemy had good observation over most of the battalion sector from observation posts on Hill 626. Therefore, extensive camouflage of the battalion’s positions was undertaken to reduce the effectiveness of the enemy’s observation. To provide as much protection as possible for his men from the German artillery, which was expected to be intense, Lieutenant Colonel Daniel ordered that all frontline positions, including crew-served weapons, be enhanced with overhead cover, usually in the form of wooden planks laid over the top of the foxholes. To facilitate this, Daniel had a load of lumber trucked to the battalion from Bütgenbach. The GIs also camouflaged their positions as well as they could with whatever materials were at hand, and they piled sandbags up around the fighting pits.


The battalion took up a reverse-slope defense. This was decided upon by the battalion commander on recommendation of his staff to reduce the effectiveness of enemy observation and fire on the battalion’s position. Supplemental positions to protect the rear of the frontline platoons were not required, as they could adequately protect the rear from their primary positions. The battalion sector of defense offered little concealment since the terrain was almost wholly devoid of cover. A small woods in F Company’s sector provided concealment for its left platoon. E Company occupied positions along a tree line, which provided little concealment. The tree lines in the area consisted of widely spaced trees and had little effect on fields of fire. The high ground in the sector was considered critical terrain, in that it formed part of the vital Elsenborn Ridge, which dominates part of the main road from Büllingen to Bütgenbach, Eupen, Verviers, and Liege. Gen. Dwight D. Eisenhower was very much worried about the defense of Elsenborn Ridge when he called up Gen. Omar Bradley to inquire about it. “The Germans can’t break through,” Bradley chuckled. “I’ve got the 1st Division there.”


In their seven days with the battalion, the replacements were thoroughly imbued with the spirit and traditions of the 1st Division. The majority of the battalion had seen and heard of other units of the American army surrendering and running away in the face of the enemy during 16 and 17 December. Therefore, the battalion operations officer recommended to the battalion commander that a motto be adopted to instill in the men’s minds the necessity of holding at all costs regardless of what they had seen and heard. Consequently, late in the evening of 17 December, the motto “We fight and die here” was adopted by the battalion for the defense of its vital position on the northern hinge of the bulge. This motto was quickly disseminated to all troops.


All units of the 2nd Battalion had their full table of organization and equipment. However, adequate winter clothing was not issued until 30 December. To overcome the adverse effects of cold weather, a system of rotating personnel to a warm house in Bütgenbach on a twenty-four-hour basis was instituted for men occupying foxholes. This system later paid dividends in reducing the trench foot rate of the battalion to almost zero.


FINAL PREPARATIONS FOR THE DEFENSE


On assuming their assigned defense sectors, units of the battalion immediately began preparing dug-in positions for crew-served weapons, followed by individual positions for all personnel. Because of expected intense enemy artillery and mortar fire, the battalion commander directed that all men and frontline crew-served weapons be provided with overhead cover. Alternate positions were then selected for machine guns and mortars. All positions were camouflaged to the extent possible with existing materials, and counterattack plans were completed.


No artillery barrages were designated due primarily to the 2,100-yard front to be covered. Instead, many artillery and 81-millimeter mortar concentrations covering likely enemy assault and attack avenues of approach; assembly areas and weapon positions were plotted, registered, and disseminated down to include platoon leaders. Mines and barbed wire were not available at this time, but plans were made to employ them when available. Three wire lines were laid to each company and two to each platoon, including antitank, tank destroyer, and tank platoons. No two wire lines were laid over the same route. Normal radio and messenger communication supplemented wire. Regiment laid three wire lines to battalion. Both 60- and 81-millimeter mortar ammunition was stacked on positions, since heavy enemy attacks were expected momentarily. Patrols were sent out to Büllingen and Morscheck to investigate enemy activity in those areas. Patrols returned with reports of enemy vehicles moving southwest through Büllingen to Morscheck and continuing on to the southwest. Patrols also reported tank movement in Büllingen.


Lieutenant McColgan remembers: “From our positions, we had under observation a road leading from Büllingen to Möderscheid. The military traffic on the road was bumper-to-bumper. They were mostly German vehicles with a few American in the column. I discussed this with the battalion S-3 (Capt. Thomas J. Gendron) and recommended artillery fire. His word was no—not now that there were American units still withdrawing and we had to make sure. Of course, history will tell us that we made a mistake. The units we were watching were part of Kampfgruppe Peiper. They were moving fast on the American gasoline they had captured in Büllingen.”


“Before dark, our position on the ridge was supported by three 57-millimeter antitank guns, three M10 self-propelled antitank guns, machine guns and bazookas. Companies E and F also to be supported by three 57s, machine guns, and bazookas. We settled in for the night and waited. The only sound was the movement of vehicles in the Büllingen area. There were some artillery flash and sounds in the distance, but none fell in our sector.”


After dark, even though his men were tired from their long move and hours of digging foxholes in the cold, Daniel sent patrols out to assess the situation. The patrol to Büllingen soon came running back to the manor house, saying it had seen about 100 American prisoners in the town and over a thousand German infantrymen. Feeling the ring of steel tighten around them, the American soldiers waited anxiously through the long winter night.














CHAPTER 2


The German Perspective


On 18 December, important successes were gained by the German 5th Panzer Army. The LXVI Corps advanced toward St. Vith, and the Panzer Lehr Division of the XXXXVII Panzer Corps reached Margaret (four kilometers northeast of Bastogne) during the night. This village later would become very important for the 12th SS Panzer Division. On its right flank, the 2nd Panzer Division got to Noville (seven kilometers northeast of Bastogne). The 7th Army advanced, with its right wing on Wiltz, against feeble opposition. The left wing advanced slowly, and Echternach was not taken.


On the evening of 18 December, there were two penetrations in depth. In the 6th Panzer Army, Kampfgruppe Peiper had its advance elements at Stoumont (sixteen kilometers west of Malmédy) and forty kilometers west of the old front line. In the 5th Panzer Army, the advance elements of two panzer divisions of the XXXXVII Panzer Corps stood in front of Bastogne, an advance of thirty kilometers. Now it became important to bring up fresh forces in order to widen the gaps, advance deeper, and protect their flanks.


Kampfgruppe Peiper was stuck in the area around La Gleize with little fuel left, and because of that, it was not able to continue its attack towards the Meuse. The following elements could not make contact, and the supply road was broken at several locations. Roads D and E had been assigned to the 1st SS Panzer Division Leibstandarte Adolf Hitler. Because parts of Road D were unusable, the armored combat group used Road C, which had been assigned to the 12th SS Panzer Division. Lt. Col. Jochen Peiper could not cross the Amblève at Trois Ponts as planned because the bridge had been blown. Instead of taking the road via Werbomont, he had to take the one to Stoumont via La Gleize. So the follow-on troops could only march over these roads as well. The part of Losheimergraben-Büllingen-Morscheck was no longer available since strong American forces had occupied the Schwarzenbüchel Hill northwest of Büllingen, and the 12th Volksgrenadier Division furthermore claimed this road. Moreover, Road E could no be utilized between Herresbach and Meyerode. The road that ran from Manderfeld to Schönberg to St. Vith to Vielsalm did have many curves but at least was passable to wheeled vehicles. However, it largely lay in the 5th Panzer Army’s area.


The crossroad at St. Vith was still occupied by the Americans. It obviously was unfavorable to the 6th Panzer Army that their leftmost boundary ran five kilometers north of the town, and Vielsalm itself also lay outside its attack sector. The sector’s small width, coupled with the difficult or impassable roads, gave the 6th Panzer Army no opportunity to deploy its forces. The elements of the 1st SS Panzer Division also had to make their way forward over muddied narrow roads or field tracks with great effort. Furthermore, the right flank of Kampfgruppe Peiper and the following troops was under threat. So the routes of advance via Büllingen-Morscheck-Faymonville to Malmédy and from Bütgenbach-Bruyères-Bévercé to Francorchamps had to be opened. This could cover the right flank of Kampfgruppe Peiper, and the following troops could use a shorter road. But at the same time, the right wing of the 12th SS Panzer Division had to be protected. In order to do so, the axis of advance—Road A via Wirtzfeld-Elsenborn-Sourbrodt—had to be opened up.


As the element of surprise had gone and the Americans were bringing up reinforcements from the north, these tasks were very difficult. The 12th SS Panzer Division was ordered to focus on the road from Büllingen via Bütgenbach to Malmédy and open it up. For this, they at first had the 26th Panzergrenadier Regiment and the 560th Heavy Tank Destroyer Battalion, which on 18 December were still in their assembly areas behind the West Wall.


The attack on Wirtzfeld and Elsenborn to its right had to be carried out by the 12th Volksgrenadier Division, the 3rd Panzergrenadier Division, and the 277th Volksgrenadier Division. Between the 12th SS Panzer Division and the 1st SS Panzer Division, the 3rd Fallschirmjôger Division was advancing toward the west. Only one road was available for the advance and supply of the three divisions committed here—the 12th Volksgrenadier Division, the 12th SS Panzer Division, and the 3rd Fallschirmjôger Division. This constituted a difficult obstacle. For this attack, they were attached to the II SS Panzer Corps, whose divisions (the 9th and 2nd SS Panzer) could not enter the battle yet anyway.
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German soldiers are studying a map of the area, trying to locate the U.S. positions. In the back, German panzergrenadiers are waiting in their half-track to move forward.
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The war diary of OB West for 19 December notes: “A further reason for the halt of the 6th Panzer Army is the lack of room to deploy. So again we will try to open the Elsenborn area as soon as possible. In order to achieve this, apart from the three divisions that have been attached to the II SS Panzer Corps, the following divisions participate: 277th Volksgrenadier Division to the northeast of Elsenborn and the 12th SS Panzer Division, which is being led towards Bütgenbach. All in all there are five divisions (three infantry and two fast units) are available for this attack. When the leadership is up to scratch, this should be enough to gain the objective.”


This note gives the impression that in this sector the Germans were far superior to the Americans. An analysis yields a different picture. On the American side, Elsenborn Camp was encircled to the east, southeast, and south by the 2nd Infantry Division, which suffered considerable losses in the battles for Rocherath and Krinkelt; by the 99th Infantry Division, which had been badly battered; and by (at first) elements of the 1st Infantry Division, with the 26th Infantry Regiment and parts of its artillery. The 2nd and 99th Divisions had lost only a few of their guns. The artillery groups had taken positions around Elsenborn Camp. Of the 300 tubes, 150 could be concentrated on one target as the forest tracks through the woods permitted. The artillery disposed of large ammunition dumps; it formed the backbone of the American defense of the Elsenborn-Bütgenbach-Waimes area, the so-called Elsenborn Ridge. Apart from the divisional antitank guns, three tank destroyer battalions (the 612th, 613th, and 634th Tank Destroyer Battalions) stood by to defend against tanks in the few bits of open terrain that they could use.


On the German side, the 277th Volksgrenadier Division, which was committed on the right wing, was only partially suited to the offensive tasks, as had already been shown on the first day of the battle. Parts of the 3rd Panzergrenadier Division were still approaching. The 12th Volksgrenadier Division had suffered considerable losses, but it was capable of fighting to continue the attack.


On 18 December, the 26th Panzergrenadier Regiment of the 12th SS Panzer Division, with the 560th Heavy Tank Destroyer Battalion, was still marching up along partially clogged roads; elements of the artillery and antiaircraft guns were changing positions; and the other troops were still in combat. Furthermore, the reconnaissance battalion and the engineer battalion were available, but the engineers were far to the rear. The 25th Panzergrenadier Regiment, the 1st Panzer Battalion, and the 12th Tank Destroyer Battalion of the 12th SS Panzer Division were relieved in the Rocherath-Krinkelt area on 19 December and therefore were not available anytime soon. The 3rd Fallschirmjôger Division, which was advancing west to the south of Büllingen, was needed to cover the southern flank and was unavailable for an attack on Bütgenbach. The divisions earmarked for the attack lacked tanks and assault guns and, because of the bad state of the roads, artillery ammunition.
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Modern view of Domaine Bütgenbach.
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CHAPTER 3


The First Attack on Domaine Bütgenbach


THE AMERICANS’ SITUATION AT DOMAINE BÜTGENBACH


1st Lt. Mac McColgan, commander of G Company, 2nd Battalion, 26th Infantry, 1st Infantry Division, describes the situation: “All was quiet as we froze our feet, hands and ass and waited for what was to come. The word had been dig deep, dig fast, cover the tops of the foxholes, reinforce with sand bags. By dawn, no more fox holes, most were converted to ‘fighting pits.’


“The night of the seventeenth–eighteenth was fairly quiet in my company sector. There were vehicle sounds from the Büllingen area, but no attempt to attack or penetrate the line. In the fog of the early-morning hours, we placed land mines to cover the road from Büllingen into our area. From our company command post, in a small frame building, we could observe east to the company positions and the open area to the Domaine. Most of the distance to the battalion command post was open and under observation. This sort of made you feel like a target in a shooting gallery when you had to go to or from the battalion command post.


“At the morning briefing at battalion headquarter, we received information on the location of all battalion units supporting weapons, and pre-arranged artillery and mortar fire areas. Also the battalion commander reinstated his position ‘there is no fall back line, we fight and die here.’


“Returning to the company command post, I briefed the platoon leaders and platoon sergeants. Then I visited each two-man foxhole and the two observation posts forward of the ridgeline overlooking the road from Büllingen. The men were all-alert, appeared to be in good spirits, and were cold. All were advised to remove shoes, socks, rub feet and put on dry socks as a precaution against frostbite and trench foot.”


For the American troops, 18 December began with battalion reconnaissance patrols going out to Büllingen and the Bütgenbacher Heck at 0100 hours. The patrol to Büllingen had the mission of getting as close to the town as possible without contacting the enemy, establishing listening posts, and returning by 0600 hours. The patrol to the Bütgenbacher Heck had the mission of establishing a listening post near the edge of the woods north of Morscheck. The patrol from Büllingen returned on time and reported scattered vehicle movement through the town. On its return to the battalion, it picked up four members of the 2nd Infantry Division hiding out in a culvert just west of Büllingen.


The Bütgenbacher Heck patrol reported scattered wheeled vehicle movement going southwest by the Morscheck crossroads. Upon getting this information, it was decided to send out patrols during the night of 18–19 December to mine the crossroads. In addition, the tank destroyer nearest the road in F Company’s sector was ordered to open fire on the enemy vehicles using the road running southwest out of Büllingen. This it did, destroying eight light enemy vehicles during the day.


Cpl. Günther Burdack of the 9th Company, 26th Panzer Grenadier Regiment, writes in his report for the period from 16 to 25 December 1944: “18 December 1944. The battalion occupies Büllingen and secures towards the north, west and south. The 9th (Armored) Company secures the southwestern edge toward Morscheck, including the road (field track) toward Domaine Bütgenbach. The enemy situation is completely unclear, as the armored group of the LSSAH [1st SS Panzer Division] already on 16 December drove through Büllingen and the enemy took up positions again in and around Büllingen. A strong artillery and mortar barrage is placed on the village. The crossroads of Bütgenbach-Wirtzfeld-Krinkelt-Mürringen is virtually impassable to vehicles. The battalion command post of the 3rd (Armored) is directly on the crossroads, next to the post office. The 9th Company moves down the street in the direction of Honsfeld and continues to secure. No losses until this time.”


The 26th Infantry began to extend its lines about 1000 hours on the eighteenth. E Company was spread out along a thin line to the west of the north-south road out of Bütgenbach. During the day, the Germans began to probe with infantry and tanks to feel out the position, using two platoons with two tanks each. American forces, resulting in the killing of three and the wounding of a fourth German, knocked one of their reconnaissance cars out. They were from the 12th SS Panzer Division. At 1040 hours, an estimated six tanks were reported to be in the Bütgenbacher Heck. No action was taken as the tank sounds died out shortly thereafter.


A misty fog, hanging over the sector since the day before, started to lift at 1210 hours on 18 December when a German eight-wheeled reconnaissance car (Sd.Kfz. 234), followed by a Volkswagen (Kübelwagen), approached E Company’s position from Morscheck. Because of the fog, these vehicles could not be recognized by E Company, but as they reached a point 200 yards south of CR-Y, the tank destroyer located them and destroyed both vehicles, killing eight men and capturing one prisoner. The survivor said he was from the 1st SS Panzer Division; further questioning revealed that the enemy infantry unloaded at Morscheck and entered the woods northeast of the crossroad. Artillery and 81-millimeter mortar fire was immediately placed on the woods. Soon after the fire lifted, a patrol was sent out to investigate. They reported seeing approximately twenty Germans dead in the vicinity and ten other Germans moving toward Morscheck carrying wounded comrades. The patrol did not fire at them because they believed doing so would be in violation of the rules of land warfare.
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An eight-wheeled armored Sd.Kfz. 234 reconnaissance car.





Later, at 1300 hours, small-arms fire was heard in Büllingen. A patrol was sent out to investigate, and it succeeded in extracting twelve American soldiers of the 2nd and 99th Infantry Divisions from the town. These soldiers were engaged in a firefight with a squad of Germans when the 2nd Battalion patrol appeared. The patrol quickly eliminated the German squad by means of grenades and bazooka fire.


Another patrol in Büllingen at 1630 hours reported seeing enemy infantry equipped with Panzerfausts moving southwest out of Büllingen. On the battalion’s left, the 3rd Battalion contacted the 2nd Infantry Division on its left and reported armored movement to its front. Toward the close of the day, the 1st Battalion reported artillery fire falling on Bütgenbach. A few minutes before midnight, the battalion received its first antitank mines, approximately 100 in number. They were immediately laid forward of the main line of resistance to block the two main roads into the battalion’s sector.


American artillery was intensely bombing the village of Büllingen. The German half-tracks had to be pulled out of their securing positions and driven into cover behind the houses of the village. In the village was Forward Detachment Holz of the 12th Volksgrenadier Division waiting for its orders to attack in the direction of Bütgenbach. Major Holz, the detachment’s commander, gives the following account:


“First with a battery, then with the full strength of several battalions, the American artillery opened up on the village. More and more buildings received hits and our prisoners became desperate in their fear. We had urgently requested a detachment to take them away from division, but that did not show up until dusk. Then we were relieved to shove off this ballast to the rear. Our own soldiers could not be spared for this; every man was needed to hold the town in case of a counterattack. Again we asked the division for permission via radio to at least take the Domaine Bütgenbach, which was in front of us, in the evening. It lay on the route of our advance and with further waiting could become a resistance nest for the enemy that would be hard to take. The answer was a clear ‘No!’ This was a pity. The Domaine Bütgenbach was to cause us grief as it lay high and controlled the terrain. On the road, shortly in front of it, clearly the same mine belt, which also lay in front of Losheimergraben, could be made out.
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Maj. Günther Holz.
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“The night was relatively quiet; finally the men could sleep late. The morning of 18 December found us ready for new deeds, but the dream was over, and a farther advance was out of the question. We prepared for defense, a difficult task for a relatively small unit in the entire town. The core of the unit was massed in the center, and the edges of the town were only held weakly, so that in case of an attack, counterattacks could be mounted quickly everywhere. We had one small relief: While securing the town at the railroad station, we found an American supply depot with plentiful coffee and other good things and a clothing depot, whose stock of brand new army boots came in very handy. The coffee, which we had missed for so long, was divided up fairly; it did us well.


“Days passed, the shelling increased more and more and finally continued without pause. The houses were ruined, severe losses were suffered, and our assault gun crews started sleeping in their vehicles again for safety. Surprisingly the order now came to take the Domaine Bütgenbach. But in the meantime the situation had changed completely. At the Domaine Bütgenbach and in a semicircle around the town from the west and the north, armored units had been massed. Antitank guns also had been distributed liberally; they had excellent observation positions and every movement within the village drew fire. Still, the mine belt we made out on the first day lay on the access to the Domaine. The terrain to the left and right of the road was soft, hardly suitable for assault guns. So in the middle of the attack there had to be a pause to clear the road from mines, and during this period we were exposed to the fire without cover. But the order was there, a final meeting took place, the battalion was to start off at 1400 hours. We were ill at ease with this; even the assembly in daylight could cost us half of our strength. Then in the proverbial last minute the order came: ‘Attack cancelled!’ What a relief with the entire unit. Several days more we stayed in Büllingen; good comrades were killed, amongst whom was Lieutenant Wulf, our adjutant, a wonderful man and officer. A tank regiment of the Waffen SS came up to reinforce us and repeatedly tried to take the Domaine, which had become more and more troublesome for us. It was hopeless. Every attack was beaten off with heavy losses.”


For the 6th Panzer Army, it was of decisive importance to open up the road that led to Spa via Malmédy in order to protect the right flank of Kampfgruppe Peiper and create room to bring up fuel and ammunition. Therefore, they ordered that the attacks of the 12th SS Panzer Division on Rocherath and Krinkelt were to be stopped. On 19 December, this sector was to be taken over by the 3rd Panzergrenadier Division. The units of the 12th SS Panzer Division that had not been in combat were to move to Büllingen as quickly as possible to open up the road to Bütgenbach from there. The elements that were fighting in Rocherath-Krinkelt had to follow. Units earmarked for the attack on Bütgenbach were attached to the II SS Panzer Corps.


During the evening and night of 18–19 December, all four of the U.S. 1st Infantry Division’s artillery battalions had moved into place, along with a battery of 90-millimeter antiaircraft guns, a corps artillery battalion with 155-millimeter howitzers, another with 4.5-inch guns, a battery of 8-inch guns, and a battalion of 4.2-inch chemical mortars.














CHAPTER 4


Restoration and Defense of the Weywertz-Waimes Sector


OPERATIONS OF THE 16TH INFANTRY REGIMENT


The 16th Infantry Regiment (minus its 2nd Battalion) was relieved by the 28th Division on 11 December and went into rest area near Verviers. Under the control of the VII Corps, these units engaged in training and recreational activities until 16 December. The 1st and 3rd Battalions of the 16th Infantry closed in their new area at 0030 hours on December 18. Between 0130 and 0450 hours, the 30th Infantry Division passed through the 16th Infantry’s positions to a new area.


At 0840 hours on 18 December, a report from the 16th Infantry on its disposition of forces indicated that the 1st and 3rd Battalions were in the line—the 3rd Battalion coming into the area along the stream north of Weywertz and the 1st Battalion extending around Busbach. One company was left in Robertville to cover the bridge at that point. Patrols from the 16th Infantry were able to report that the following towns were clear of the enemy at 1515 hours: Weywertz, Bütgenbach, Waimes, Road, Champagne, Bruyeres, Walk, Langfaye, and Hoffraix. One platoon of Belgians was in Hoffraix, and two sections of Belgians were in Langfaye. By 1605 hours, a patrol from the 16th Infantry reported the town of Chodes was cleared of enemy troops.


During the afternoon, Task Force Davisson—consisting of the headquarters, the medical detachment, and the reconnaissance company of the 634th Tank Destroyer Battalion (self-propelled); one company of light tanks from the 745th Tank Battalion; and one platoon of the 1st Reconnaissance Troop—was organized and ordered to secure the town of Waimes. B Company of the 1st Engineer Combat Battalion and one platoon of the 703rd Tank Destroyer Battalion were later placed in support of this group. By 1700 hours, the task force had entered Waimes and had started the evacuation of the 47th Evacuation Hospital and D Company (collecting company) of the 99th Medical Battalion. Attempts by small forces of the enemy to enter the town during the night were unsuccessful.
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A captured German half-track used by an American medical unit for evacuation of battle casualties, 16 December 1944.
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Rev. H. W. Hobson visits a patient at an evacuation hospital in Belgium during his tour of the First Army, November 1944.





PFC “Smilin’” Al Alvarez, a member of C Company, 16th Infantry Regiment, who was part of Task Force Davisson, vividly remembers the organization of the task force: “‘Recon, you find ’em; engineers, you fix ’em; tanks, you fight ’em; and tank destroyers, you finish ’em!’ With these emphatic, but crystal-clear words, Lt. Col. Henry L. Davisson set the tempo for his task force’s subordinate commanders. In response to the German tank penetration, hastily thrown together units from the vaunted 1st Infantry Division would acquire their title from this aggressive commander of the 634th Tank Destroyer Battalion. Task Force Davisson was thus quickly formed as a lightly armored, tank-killing reaction force. Major Olson, Task Force Davisson’s S-3, designated the line of march and handed out strip-maps for a southward reconnaissance.


“Our armored convoy consisted of the 1st Recon Troops heading out with puny 37-millimeter armed M8 Greyhound armored cars. Intermingled came the 1st Combat Engineer Battalion’s A Company riding its soft-skinned vehicles. Now came D Company of the 745th Tank Battalion with its measly Whippet tanks armed with 37-millimeter guns (M5 Stuart), but backed up by its 75-millimeter assault gun platoon. Spread out and looking for targets came C Company of the 634th Tank Destroyer Battalion (M10) with its 90-millimeter guns, claiming the ability to compete with German armor. All were ably supported by the “king of the battlefield,” our four-man FO Charlie Arty Observation party (with the common capability to call down division artillery and corps artillery—barrages or serenades).
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Modern view of the bridge across the lake, facing in the direction of Bütgenbach.


HANS J. WIJERS
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PFC Al A. Alvarez.





“Our battery veterans of the Lucky 7th Artillery Battalion, who had fought German armor in Tunisia, Algeria, the beach of Sicily, and in the fields of Normandy, spoke out in warning to our little observer party. ‘Be ready. The huge Panther outguns this Task Force Davisson, and King Tiger monsters are reportedly coming your way. Remember, your tank destroying force needs to equal or outgun those battle-tested German behemoths and also mount sufficient armor to protect themselves from the superior German antitank weapon. In other words, you better be killer tanks rather than tank killers. If not, you will have to stop ’em with indirect 105-millimeter or 155-millimeter artillery concentrations.’


“Despite these knowledgeable words, we heard only the spurrings of Davisson. Quickly, the task force saddled up and cautiously commenced traveling south through snowy Belgium. The lengthy convoy slid out of Sourbrodt and Robertville and clanked into Walk and Waimes, small villages recently vacated by U.S. medical units.”


Later that evening, Task Force Davisson reported that it had established six roadblocks on the east, south, and west of Waimes. The 703rd Tank Destroyer Battalion (M36s) was attached to the U.S. 1st Infantry Division as of 1300 hours on 17 December. According to Lt. Col. Robert F. Evans, the G-2 of the 703rd Tank Destroyer Battalion, “The 1st Infantry Division, in addition to its own 57-millimeter guns, had its normal tank destroyer battalion, the 634th (self-propelled 3-inch), attached and integrated, as well as tank destroyer platoons to infantry battalions. The mission of the 703rd Tank Destroyer Battalion was, while operating under battalion control, to initiate immediate reconnaissance of routes and gun position areas on the division left flank and be prepared to repel any armored thrusts that might get through friendly troops on our left. This mission was given because our left flank was not yet fully stabilized, and up to that time, enemy pressure was strongest from that direction.”
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Soldiers from the I&R Platoon of the 16th Infantry with civilians in Waismes.
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