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Roster of the Intelligence and Reconnaissance Platoon, 394th Infantry Regiment, 99th Infantry Division at the Battle of the Bulge

At the village of Lanzerath, Belgium

First Lieutenant Lyle Bouck, commanding
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Private Robert Baasch

Private John Creger

Sergeant William Dustman

Private Clifford Fansher

Technician Fourth Class James Fort

Private Bill James

Corporal Sam Jenkins

Private Louis Kalil

Private Joseph McConnell

Corporal Aubrey “Schnoz” McGehee

Private First Class Risto “Milo” Milosevich

Private First Class Robert “Mop” Preston

Sergeant George “Pappy” Redmond
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Sergeant Bill Slape

At regimental headquarters in Hünningen, Belgium

Private Vic Adams

Private First Class Carlos Fernandez

Private First Class John Frankovitch

Technician Fifth Class Robert Lambert

Private Vernon Leopold
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Private Sam Oakley


Es geht alles vorüber

Es geht alles vorbei

Nach jedem Dezember

Gibt’s wieder ein Mai.*

—Popular German song played on

the radio throughout spring 1945.

* “Everything passes,

   everything goes by.

   After every December,

   there is always a May.”
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Watch on the Rhine


1





The Wolf’s Lair

The Wolf’s Lair, East Prussia, Nazi Germany—July 20, 1944

Count Klaus von Stauffenberg, chief of staff to General Friedrich Fromm, commander of the Army of the Interior, tried to keep his nerve as he stood alone, holding open a briefcase, in a bathroom deep inside Adolf Hitler’s Prussian headquarters—the so-called Wolf’s Lair. Stauffenberg carefully grasped a fuse with the remaining three fingers on his only hand and began to stuff it into a bomb. He had lost the other two fingers, an eye, and an arm in fierce fighting at the Kasserine Pass in Tunisia in 1942.1

Stauffenberg gingerly placed the bomb in the open briefcase and activated it. A small glass capsule inside the fuse device broke, allowing burning acid to drip onto a thin wire. It was 12:26 P.M.. He had exactly fifteen minutes before the wire burned through and the bomb exploded. Quickly, Stauffenberg left the bathroom and walked down a long corridor toward a conference room. If he succeeded in blowing up Hitler, the Germany he had once loved would be saved and millions of lives would be spared; the hell of the Third Reich would soon be history.*

The meeting with senior generals had already started when Stauffenberg slipped unnoticed into Hitler’s tea house, constructed of wood rather than reinforced concrete like the usual conference room in a nearby bunker. The windows had been opened in the stuffy room; outside, it was a sweltering summer day.

The generals examined maps spread out on a long oak table. Hitler sat behind the table toying with a powerful magnifying glass, his spectacles lying on a map. His face was gaunt and deeply lined. Rumor had it that his latest personal physician was overprescribing cocaine and other stimulants.

Other generals looked intensely at areas where millions of Red Army soldiers threatened to engulf several German divisions like some vast red tide. Since early June, the Russians had broken through virtually the entire eastern front. More than thirty German divisions languished in Stalin’s POW camps.

In France, the Allies had finally broken out of Normandy after several weeks of fierce fighting and were now eliminating tens of thousands of Hitler’s best troops in the Falaise Pocket.

Only the Führer among the assembled group believed that the war could still be won. His much-vaunted miracle weapons, including the atomic bomb, could not now be developed or brought into the field in sufficient numbers to stop the Allied onslaught from east and west.

Stauffenberg placed his brown leather briefcase under the table, a mere six feet from Hitler,2 then excused himself, mumbling that he had to take an urgent phone call. He slipped out of the room unnoticed and hurried down a corridor to make his escape.

At 12:42 P.M.., there was a massive explosion. Smoke filled the room as splinters and plaster flew everywhere. Stauffenberg heard the explosion as he made his way through a security perimeter. Surely, this time, it was all over.

Back inside the Wolf’s Lair, one of the generals scrambled out of the conference room and lay bleeding in the corridor. Suddenly, he saw a ghostly figure emerge from the plaster dust and smoke. The man’s face was blackened by the smoke, and his trousers were shredded.

The ghostly figure was Adolf Hitler. Miraculously, the Führer was still alive. In a daze, he stumbled out of the destroyed tearoom. The force of the explosion had been dissipated because of the open windows and the adjoining corridor, which had acted as a vacuum, sucking away the blast.

Aides rushed to the Führer and led him toward a bunker.

“Was ist los?” (What is wrong?) they asked Hitler.3

Someone suggested that it was a Soviet bomb dropped from a passing plane. However, it was soon clear that Hitler had not survived an attack by Stalin’s air force but an assassination plot by his own senior Wehrmacht officers.

Once he had regained his senses, Hitler allowed himself to be treated by his personal doctor, Dr. Hanskarl von Hasselbach. Hitler had a bad cut on his head and had lost the hearing in one ear. But he looked ecstatic. “Now I have those fellows!” he shouted. “Now I can take steps!” He had long suspected a conspiracy among senior officers. Now he would wipe them out, purge German society of other subversives, and reassert his power.

Another doctor arrived, gave Hitler an injection, and examined his heart. Hitler’s pulse was normal.

“Think of it,” said Hitler. “Nothing has happened to me. Just think of it!”

Hitler’s three secretaries rushed into the bunker. His plaster-dusted hair stood on end as he held out his left hand. The women clasped it carefully.

“Well, my ladies,” Hitler grinned, “once again everything has turned out well for me. More proof that Fate has selected me for my mission. Otherwise I wouldn’t be alive.”4

Meanwhile, Stauffenberg was on a plane headed for Berlin. He arrived later that afternoon and immediately set about ordering his co-conspirators to secure Berlin. Rumors flew across Germany: some reported that Hitler was dead, others that he had survived.

Stauffenberg manned a telephone at his office in the Bendlerstrasse headquarters of the Army of the Interior, answering calls from fellow plotters wanting confirmation that the assassination attempt had indeed succeeded.

By coincidence, thirty-six-year-old SS Major Otto Skorzeny was also in Berlin that afternoon. A six-foot-four-inch blond Viennese with a large scar across his face from a duel over a ballerina, Skorzeny carried himself with the élan and confidence of a man who had yet to experience failure or defeat and was considered by British intelligence to be the most dangerous of all Hitler’s elite SS Kommandos. In late 1943, supported by a small unit of parachutists, he had pulled off one of the most daring raids of the war—rescuing Mussolini from under the nose of the Allies.

“On 20 July, I was preparing to leave for Vienna,” recalled Skorzeny. “At six o’clock I arrived at the Anhalt Station and settled down in a reserved compartment and prepared for the night. But at the Lichterfelde Station, the last within the city limits of Berlin, I heard my name called: ‘Major Skorzeny! Major Skorzeny!’ On the platform an officer was running alongside the train, shouting at the top of his lungs. I opened the window and beckoned to him; completely out of breath, he rushed forward: ‘Major, you must return immediately. Higher orders. The attempt on the Führer was intended to start a putsch!’”5

The young officer drove Skorzeny back into Berlin and then toward the central office of the Waffen SS, where he learned that the chief plotters were holed up at the Bendlerstrasse. Before long, he received a call from the Wolf’s Lair: “Orders for Major Skorzeny to report with all troops at his disposal to the Bendlerstrasse in order to support the action of Major Remer, commander of the Greater Germany Guard Battalion.” Major Remer has already begun the encirclement of the ministry.6

In his office, Stauffenberg was suddenly seized by several Luger-waving loyalists who had decided to save their necks by turning against the plotters. Stauffenberg was quickly placed under guard with other conspirators. His superior, the obese General Fromm, soon arrived and pulled out his Luger: “I am now going to treat you as you treated me.”7 (Earlier that day, Fromm had been imprisoned by some of Stauffenberg’s supporters when they thought the assassination plot had succeeded and then later released as news spread that the attempt had failed.)

One of Stauffenberg’s co-conspirators, General Ludwig Beck, asked to be allowed to shoot himself. Fromm nodded his agreement.

Beck placed his pistol to his head and fired, but the bullet merely wounded him. He slumped back in his chair, blood pouring from his head.

Fromm looked at Beck with contempt and then turned to Stauffenberg and the others. “Now, gentlemen . . . if you have any letters to write you may have a few minutes to do so.”8

Fromm returned five minutes later. In the name of the Führer, he announced, they were to be executed.

A German sergeant dragged the unconscious Beck from the room. A shot rang out. Beck was now dead—killed by a bullet through the neck. A few minutes later, Stauffenberg and his co-conspirators were lined up in front of a pile of sand in a courtyard. It was midnight, less than twelve hours since his bomb had exploded in Hitler’s tearoom.

“Long live our sacred Germany!”9 shouted Stauffenberg as the firing squad took aim. A few seconds later, Stauffenberg’s riddled body slumped to the ground.

Fromm reviewed the firing squad. Satisfied with their work, he shouted “Heil Hitler!” and left the courtyard.

Thirty minutes later, Otto Skorzeny arrived with his men and confirmed with Gestapo officials that the Bendlerstrasse headquarters were secure.

It was a few seconds before 1:00 A.M. on July 21, 1944, when a loud blast of military music interrupted all broadcasts on German radio.

“I was spared a fate which held no horror for me, but would have had terrible consequences for the German people,” Adolf Hitler solemnly declared. “I see in it a sign from Providence that I must, and therefore shall, continue my work.”10

On July 25, 1944, the BBC announced that only Germany’s total and unconditional surrender would end the war. For Hitler there was no option now but to continue the fight, even to the bitter end. And so, as he recuperated that late July, Hitler began to develop the most audacious military plan of his career—a last, desperate gamble to defeat the Allies in the West.

* The plot to kill Hitler had been forming since 1942 and had the tacit support of von Runstedt and Rommel, among other senior generals. It was hoped that after removing Hitler, and possibly Göring and Himmler, democracy would be restored, peace could be negotiated with the Western Allies, and a successful war could be pursued against the Russians.
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Camp Maxey

Camp Maxey, Texas—July 1944

As Hitler recovered from the assassination attempt, several thousand miles away at Camp Maxey, Texas, another blisteringly hot July day had just begun. The humidity was already oppressive with the sun beating down on the endless rows of two-story white barracks, glinting on their new paint and their green-tiled roofs. Outside a headquarters barracks, Robert Kriz, a tall, twenty-seven-year-old major, walked briskly toward a jeep, limping slightly from a leg wound sustained in North Africa. By his side was sandy-haired, blue-eyed, twenty-year-old First Lieutenant Lyle Bouck, one of the youngest commissioned officers in the U.S. Army.

The two officers’ shoulder patches were emblazoned with a blue and white checkerboard pattern on a black field, indicating that they belonged to the 99th Division, which had been activated two years earlier and had yet to see combat. Kriz was the senior intelligence officer—S-2—of the 99th’s 394th Infantry Regiment, one of the division’s three combat commands.

Major Kriz and Lieutenant Bouck jumped into the jeep and set off through the maze of barracks, passing the notorious obstacle course where many a callow private had been humiliated by sadistic platoon sergeants, a mock German village where street fighting was practiced, and the parade ground where Sergeant Joe Louis, the world boxing champion, had put on an exhibition the previous December.

Kriz had selected the baby-faced Bouck to lead a reorganized intelligence and reconnaissance (I&R) platoon of the 394th Infantry Regiment, confident that the precocious young Missourian would shape an excellent team designed to be the regiment’s “eyes and ears” once it reached combat in just a few months’ time.

Lieutenant Bouck relished the challenge, eager to excel in his first command. Though he looked like a teenager, he was wise and tough beyond his years, and thankful to the military for providing an alternative to the hopelessness and despair that had characterized much of his childhood. “We were a really poor Depression family,” recalled Bouck. “My father was a carpenter but there was no construction work. We moved around a lot when I was a kid and lived in houses without indoor plumbing or electricity. There were five kids and we lived in places with only one bedroom. We didn’t always have enough to eat; we picked berries, ate dandelions. We didn’t think anything of it. We thought everyone lived that way.”1

Major Kriz knew that Bouck was no “ninety-day wonder,”* fresh out of officer training school. He had in fact been in the army for six years, having joined the National Guard in Missouri at age fourteen and gained invaluable experience at Fort Benning—he had graduated so high in his class that he had been kept on as an instructor. He had finally joined the 99th Division that March, at the same time as several hundred disgruntled Army Specialized Training Program (ASTP)† students whose college training programs had been abruptly canceled.2 Soaring casualties in the Pacific and the massive buildup to D-Day had meant grabbing every potential infantryman the army could get.

“I’d like you to be the new I&R platoon leader,” Kriz had told Bouck.* “First, go through the records and pick out people who graduated from high school, preferably those who were in college. There’s a group of ASTPs who’ve got high IQs and were on college campuses until recently. They’re unhappy but trainable. We’re going to get into a training program. I’ll give you the schedule. We’ve got all summer to do it. I think we’re going to head for combat by early fall.”3

In selecting the twenty-five men for the platoon, Bouck and Kriz had judged athletic ability as crucial. Long, difficult patrols behind enemy lines would require superb stamina and fitness. All the men also had to be experts with the M-1 rifle. And every one must have an IQ of at least 110. The platoon would be an elite unit—Kriz’s chief source of information about the enemy’s activities. It would comprise the best men from the previously undermanned platoon, outstanding privates from infantry companies, and several ASTPers.

It was around 5:00 A.M. when Platoon Sergeant William Slape—a dark-haired, taciturn, Oklahoman—ordered the reconstituted I&R platoon to form up outside their barracks.

Bouck and Kriz had been impressed by Slape while selecting men to bring the platoon up to full strength. Blunt and fiercely patriotic, he was tough and uncompromising but fair with the men.

Slape, like Bouck, had grown up in a Depression-hit community at the heart of the dust bowl, where a spare dime for a movie was as scarce as a job. Unemployment and poverty had left their marks on Slape. He possessed a brittle temper, a total lack of sentimentality, a readiness to use his fists, and an almost religious belief in the character-defining benefits of hard physical labor, having worked in logging and in the oil fields of Texas before joining the army in 1937. He took immense pride in trying to make any unit he commanded the best in its regiment, cajoling his men with odd-sounding “Okie” profanities and drawling “Bullsheeeet” when they flubbed assignments.

Slape reminded several men of a particularly foul-mouthed high school football coach, the kind who commanded respect because of his experience and pride in the team. In the eyes of the most intellectual of the platoon, Private Vernon Leopold, a German-Jewish immigrant, Slape was certainly no “ranting drill-sergeant”4 like the kind who greeted the newly arrived ASTPers by handing out checkerboard shoulder patches and shouting, “Get those fucking pisspots* off your shoulders!”5 He was a man of few words who looked “just like Gary Cooper.”6 A stern stare from Slape was more than enough to get Leopold and the other men working the way he wanted things done—by the book, the 99th Division way, or not at all.7

That July morning, Major Kriz ordered Slape’s men to stand at ease, and then he stepped forward. Up close, he was an imposing figure—six-foot-one-inch, a trim 185 pounds, with alert eyes and a pointed nose.

“You men have been specially picked for this platoon,” he said. “I have chosen Lieutenant Bouck here to be your leader. This is no ordinary platoon and I expect you to do your very best.”8

Kriz saluted Bouck and then hopped in the jeep and sped away.

“In time, we will be a great platoon,” said Bouck. “If you have any questions, go through Platoon Sergeant Slape and I’ll make myself available. We’re now going to start by seeing that you are physically capable of what we need to do. We’re going to run the obstacle course.”9

The men marched over to the camp’s notorious course where many a new recruit had broken a limb, received skin-peeling rope burns, or snagged himself badly on tight coils of barbed wire.

The first challenge was to get over an eight-foot-high wall. Beyond that lay several twenty-foot logs—fourteen inches in diameter—that the men would have to walk across. If they fell, they would land in deep mud and water. Having crossed the logs, they would have to swing themselves across another stretch of water by a rope. The trickiest section would be the barbed wire tunnels, slightly larger than a man’s body

“Every morning,” Bouck told the men, “we’ll meet here at 6:00 A.M. and I will lead you around the obstacle course. Those who can’t handle it will be asked to leave. In fact, those who don’t want to follow this type of training can leave—right now.”10

None of the men took up the offer.

Private Vernon Leopold formed up with the men before the first obstacle. Of all the platoon members, he was the least athletic—a tall, somewhat clumsy twenty-year-old with curly hair and a dark complexion.*

Leopold had arrived in the United States with his family in 1938, having fled persecution in Hitler’s Nazi Germany. “After Hitler came to power in 1933,” recalled Leopold, “we Jewish kids were barred from schools but I was exempt because of my father’s military record. But that didn’t stop the harassment. It had gotten so bad that even our gym teacher singled out a Jewish classmate who couldn’t jump a hurdle and called him a ‘lame Jewboy.’ . . . My family found a way for me to attend school in England through the help of the Jewish Community Council of London. I went to school there until in July 1938 when I joined my parents and younger brother on their escape from Düsseldorf. . . . After our arrival in New York, we again moved—to the Detroit west side. I wanted to enlist but I couldn’t because, technically, I was an alien. Enemy alien or not I eventually managed to get drafted in June 1943 by volunteering for induction.”11 More than any of the other platoon members, Leopold hated the Nazis and understood that the Axis powers must be defeated. “I didn’t need to watch the indoctrination films like the others. I knew why I was going to war.”12

That July morning in Camp Maxey, however, it didn’t matter a jot how much Leopold hated the Nazis. Was he also a “lame Jewboy,” or could he measure up to the other bookish ASTPers who had also joined the 99th Division?

Private Leopold started toward the wall.

Lyle Bouck could see that he was poorly coordinated simply from the way he walked.

Leopold tried to jump up and get over but could not.

“Well, he knows how to speak and read German,” Bouck said to himself. “That’s vital. But, goddam, what am I going to do with him? We sure can’t use him physically.”13

The others in the platoon followed Leopold.

Soon, it was obvious which men were the jocks who had excelled in sports:

ASTPer Corporal Aubrey “Schnoz” McGehee, a 230-pound Mississipian with a prominent nose and very tightly curled hair who had played on the defensive line for Lousiana State University’s football team.

Private Robert “Siv” Silvola, a swift-footed basketball player with Scandinavian ancestry and features—green eyes, blond hair, and pale skin.

Corporal Sam Jenkins, an easy-going Texan from El Paso who looked like “a classic New England WASP*”14 until he opened his mouth, and who had also excelled at high school football.

Sergeant George “Pappy” Redmond, a six-foot-one-inch, sandy-haired “gentle giant”15 who was slow and laid back (hence his teammates’ nickname for him, short for “grandpa”), except on his high school basketball team in Danville, Virginia, where he was voted MVP in 1941.

And then there was another ASTPer, Private First Class Carlos Fernandez, also from El Paso, Texas, a wise-cracking, handsome man whose parents had been born in Mexico and who planned to be a doctor after the war.

The fastest over the course was the clean-cut, fair-haired son of a Serbian immigrant, twenty-three-year-old Private First Class Risto “Milo” Milosevich—another ASTPer who had joined the 99th Division from Tarleton State College where he had studied basic engineering.

That first morning, Milosevich ran toward the wall, kicked himself up, and climbed over expertly, and then began to pass most of the platoon as he ran the course seemingly without effort. Unlike the jocks, Milosevich had not played on his high school football team. He had not lacked athletic ability—he had been dropped for ripping a guy’s jersey. And he was one of the few attached men in the platoon. On November 3, 1943, he had married his sweetheart from Garfield High School in east Los Angeles, where he’d grown up the son of a hard-driving construction contractor. It wasn’t until he had reached grade school that he learned to speak English rather than Serbo-Croat.*

Each morning that July, the men gathered at 6:00 A.M. Milosevich would be among the last to start the course but would invariably finish first. It wasn’t long before the others in the platoon decided to take him down a peg or two. One morning, Milosevich sprinted toward the wall. There were loud peals of laughter as he slammed into it and cried out in pain. “The bastards had wet that wall down,” Milosevich recalled. “I ran full speed and hit the board, and my foot slipped—both knees hit the goddamned board. I couldn’t run the course after that for five or six days and had to carry all the guys’ stuff around.”16

A week into the rigorous training schedule, three men were not performing well. Bouck took them aside: “Look, for your benefit and our benefit, I’m going to ask you to go back to the unit you were in and we’ll get three other guys.”17

The remaining men understood that Bouck now meant business. “He told us to quit goofing off,” recalled one of them. “Our previous officer, a guy called Thomas, was a real cowboy, wore his .45 hung low, had a little black moustache, only worried about himself. One of the guys had forced beer down his throat at his wedding party—that was how much we respected him. We were thinking when we met Lyle, ‘Who’s this ninety-day wonder, this kid?’ But he made it very clear we wouldn’t be getting away with stuff anymore. He was the kind you felt you could go down the river with. And boy, when it came down to it later, he sure proved it.”18

Even though Leopold had made little progress, he was not asked to leave the platoon, much to the irritation of his squad leader, Sergeant George Redmond. Redmond didn’t want Platoon Sergeant Slape breathing down his neck because Leopold had difficulties with the obstacle course. But he recognized that Leopold’s fluency in German and proficiency with a radio made him irreplaceable.

Yet Leopold soon rose high on Slape’s “shit list” when the platoon sergeant discovered he had tried to get a transfer out of the platoon to a different unit where his natively fluent German and radio skills would be better employed.* As Slape saw it, by going to division headquarters to request a transfer, Leopold had disregarded the chain of command, and he would not let him forget it. No man was too good for his platoon, certainly not a gangly, bookish Jew with a thick Kraut accent. It wasn’t long before Leopold became the butt of much of the platoon’s practical jokes.

Both Slape and Milosevich, the least racially tolerant of the men, took particular delight in short-sheeting Leopold. Another favorite trick was to move the rifle rack that ran down the center of the barracks so that Leopold would stumble over it after lights out, especially after he’d had a few beers. (Officers could drink liquor, while the men were limited to weak, watery beer.) Mops as well as rifles were laid from bunk to bunk, making the few yards to his bunk a veritable obstacle course.19 Even when he was sat in the back of a jeep with his radio, Leopold was not safe. Slape would rabbit-jump him—start the jeep and rapidly pull away—and laugh out loud as Leopold tumbled onto his backside in the dust and dirt.

Leopold was not cold-shouldered by his fellow ASTPers and others, however, and quickly made friends in the platoon, among them another radio operator, Technician Fourth Class James Fort, a slightly built twenty-one-year-old from Memphis, Tennessee, who had spent much of the Depression working on his grandmother’s farm in Mississippi before being drafted in 1942.

James Fort had extraordinarily bright red hair and was a natural soldier. He enjoyed the discipline and structure of army life so much that he would eventually serve twenty-two years. And he had quickly realized, as Bouck had, that Leopold would be vital in decoding and translating German radio transmissions, and like others Fort admired Leopold for good-naturedly putting up with the constant ribbing.

As the weeks passed, Fort also gained a keen respect for his youthful commanding officer, who quickly saw to it that the men got whatever could be provided to keep up their spirits. Unlike other young lieutenants in the division, Bouck did not chew the platoon out for the slightest infraction or assign menial, mind-numbing tasks, such as cleaning the officers’ mess with a toothbrush or picking up countless cigarette butts. “Compared to other officers he was tops,” recalled Fort. “He thought about people. He saw that we had everything we wanted, within reason—we were housed well, clothed well, had good chow.”20

Another of the platoon who was far from a jock was a reserved, methodical, and well-spoken Minnesotan, Technician Fifth Class Robert Lambert, a gifted communications expert who had excelled in academics in his high school in the tight-knit rural town of Renville. “We were representative of our country’s make-up as we came from eighteen different states,” he later recalled of his platoon comrades, “reflecting the regional differences of the East, West, Midwest, and South. Because a selection criterion had been some understanding of one or more of the various European languages and national customs, the platoon members formed a multiethnic group as well.”21

It took several weeks, however, for this diverse group to gel. The men were at first divided between those who had been in the original platoon and the newly arrived draftees and ASTPers. Many of the ASTPers felt that their noncom superiors, country boys such as Slape, resented their education and assumed they were soft and lazy. Matters weren’t helped by the division’s commander, General Walter E. Lauer, who had set the tone when he greeted the ASTPers to the platoon with these words: “Young men, you are the cream of the crop, but the cream is sour.”22 This only increased hostility between the noncoms and the new arrivals, “jerks who thought they were special and looked down on us . . . and who joked that men [like Slape] got their first pair of shoes when they went into the Army.”23

Twenty-one-year-old Private Louis Kalil did not look down on the new “quiz kids” (ASTPers) sharing his barracks. An old-time 99er, who had been with the division since shortly after its activation, he had belonged to the original 394th I&R platoon before it had been reorganized that spring.* It was obvious to him that the college boys were just as fit and adaptable to army life as the division’s stalwarts who had not qualified for the ASTP program.

A Mishawaka, Indiana, native of Lebanese descent, Kalil shrugged off some of the men’s lighthearted jibes that he was a “camel-jockey”24 and got on with everyone in the platoon—everyone except Private Victor Adams,* “a scrawny little guy from Buffalo New York.” Adams was one of the platoon’s three privates who could speak German.25 “I was born in an immigrant neighborhood of German and Irish peoples,” Adams explained. “I first entered service in 1939 when the Germans invaded Poland. Our people believed service was a debt we owed for being citizens of the Republic.”26

Kalil resented Adams for boasting that he had been in the service so long, implying that he was somehow more patriotic and a “better soldier.” “Nobody cared for him,” recalled Kalil. “He used to peeve everybody. He thought he was better than the rest of us because he was regular army.”27 Kalil also suspected that when the going got tough, Adams would be a goldbricker—the infantry’s term for any man who did not pull his weight.28 Before they had even been posted to a combat zone, Adams was always bitching about something or acting the smart ass.†

For his runner, Lieutenant Bouck soon selected an aggressive and eager Greek immigrant, Private Bill “Tsak” James,‡ a broad-faced, stocky nineteen-year-old who wanted to be a lawyer and had been in the ASTP program at John Tarleton State College in Texas with Private First Class Risto Milosevich. An excellent scout and superb shot, especially proficient with a grease gun (submachine gun), James quickly established an effective relationship with Bouck.29 “Bill was an excitable ‘let me do it’ kind of guy,” recalled Bouck. “He was always wanting to do something. I thought, ‘Well, that’s the kind of guy I need. Because there is probably a lot of things I won’t want to do and all I need to do is mention it to him and he’ll be ready.’”30

James was well liked by others in the platoon who came to see him as a kind of ever-eager, macho mascot. “I just can’t wait to get in there and let those bastards have it,” James would say.31

“Whenever we’d see James come by,” recalled Louis Kalil, “we’d always shout out, ‘Here comes Bouck’s dog robber [lackey]!’ But James didn’t seem to mind. He had a sense of humor. He wasn’t the type to be hurt by stuff like that.”32

As James and his fellow ASTPers showed their mettle that summer on forced marches in which “you could walk in the mud and have sand blowing in your face all the time”33 and seemingly endless night patrols, the platoon started to work as a team. “They molded themselves into a good organization,” recalled Kriz. “They developed a love of each other—a respect for each other.”34

At first, Platoon Sergeant Slape regarded the I&R platoon’s days off after night patrols with disdain, telling Louis Kalil’s squad that they were “doggin’ it”—slacking off.35 Indeed, these rest periods looked awfully like goldbricking to his fellow platoon sergeants in the regular infantry companies from which the platoon had mostly been formed. But when Slape himself experienced the long hours scrambling around the prickly scrub in heat that made the men feel as if “a hot, wet sponge was being squeezed dry all over us by a malevolent god,”36 he soon changed his mind. Any doubts about Bouck’s capabilities also disappeared, although the older Slape subtly made it clear that he, not Bouck, was the more experienced soldier.

It was also soon obvious to every man in the platoon that Bouck was a protégé of Kriz. They got along uncommonly well, given their differences in rank and experience. In Bouck’s eyes, Kriz was something of a father figure even though he was less than a decade older. Bouck’s own father had been a dishonest “loser”37 unlike Kriz, “the finest officer, soldier and leader” he had ever seen.38

Direct, courteous, and always sympathetic, Kriz was nonetheless not an easy man to get to know. While he did not pull rank, he was rather aloof with most other junior officers, having learned not to get too close to men because their deaths would be all the harder to take. He did not discuss his past, for he had already seen enough of war’s injustices and horrors (he had been in the bitter fighting in North Africa) to know that good officers do not brag and the truly brave mostly go unrewarded. He did not even tell Bouck how he had been wounded.*

IN EARLY AUGUST 1944, a new regimental commander, Colonel Donald Riley, arrived at the 394th headquarters. Unlike General Lauer, the regiment’s new commanding officer was no “tooter of his own horn” who gave “windy speeches on hot days” and spouted platitudes such as “Do it now, do it right, and do it with a smile”—prompting the men to joke contemptuously that “it” meant sex.39 Riley had first seen combat in 1918 and had since served with seven infantry regiments. He was incisive, modest, and soon popular with other experienced veterans such as Major Kriz. Before the year was out, his ability to make decisions calmly under immense pressure would help save the regiment from crushing defeat and capture.

Not long after Riley’s arrival, it was announced that the division would soon break camp and head overseas. The platoon members took advantage of their last weekend passes to visit the local town, Paris, eight miles away, or Dallas, around two hours’ drive from Camp Maxey. Often the men’s first stop would be a mom-and-pop restaurant where they could compensate for the Camp Maxey diet of powdered eggs that looked like yellow glue, black-eyed peas that tasted like boiled hay, and grits that were, to one 99er, no more than a “tasteless pile of corn discards that even a sow would reject.”40

In Paris, Lyle Bouck and a friend from Company C, Lieutenant Matthew Reid, gorged on watermelons that the locals sold from stands hastily erected in their front yards. Although the town of eighteen thousand had more than its fair share of prostitutes as “pretty as the blue Texas sky,”41 Bouck did not indulge. The army had consumed most of his teenage years, and he had yet to enjoy many of the other men’s rites of passage. He did not drink or smoke, and the only girls he wrote to were classmates from grade school—he had quit high school after his freshman year.

Many of the platoon eagerly forked out five dollars for a bus ticket to Dallas. Original platoon members—Private Louis Kalil and three buddies—rented a hotel room, got drunk, partied with easy girls, and left plenty of wreckage behind.

Platoon Sergeant Bill Slape and Private First Class Risto Milosevich also escaped Camp Maxey together that August. “Slape had no fear,” Risto recalled. “No fear—of dying, of anything.” Both liked to drink and rough it up in low-down and dirty honky-tonks, and they trusted each other not to tell tales about their escapades back in the barracks. “In one bar,” Milosevich also remembered, “three men jumped Slape and were going to beat the shit out of him. A bunch of us from the platoon got there, and we grabbed them and pounded them against the wall. He never forgot that. ‘Risto!’ he’d say. ‘You saved my life. Those guys were going to kill me.’”42

In late August, the entire 99th Division was mustered for a final parade before boarding trains and heading overseas. Many men passed out as they waited several hours beneath the scorching Texas sun for General Lauer to arrive and then make another of his windy speeches. Lauer told the men they were finally “ready for combat. . . . You are the greatest fighting outfit in the world.”43 Some of the men broke into smiles, knowing only too well that they were not. But for most, having survived the long summer of training, Lauer’s words echoed their own confidence. And the sight of thousands of men marching in lockstep filled many with a newfound sense of pride in the 99th Division.

The last few days in Camp Maxey were spent cleaning and boxing equipment. There were no more dehydrating hikes and mind-numbing drills that made the ASTPers feel like khaki-clad automatons with a serial number rather than a personality. Finally, tensions between the ASTPers and old-guard privates and noncoms had eased. Very few men accepted last-minute offers of transfers to noncombat units: already their squads and platoons had become surrogate families, and to abandon them now would feel like desertion and betrayal.

ON SEPTEMBER 10, 1944, the 394th’s I&R platoon members cleared their barracks, shouldered their one hundred-pound duffel bags, and marched out of Camp Maxey. To their surprise, the men boarded trains that were equipped with folding bunks, a distinct improvement over the ancient, ill-ventilated carriages they had ridden in to Camp Maxey. Every man wondered where they were headed. North or west? If they went west, they were bound for the death islands of the South Pacific to fight the merciless Japanese. Many were resigned to going west. Surely the training in the intense heat and humidity had been in preparation for jungle warfare? But to their relief the trains headed north, their destination Camp Miles Standish, Massachusetts, the Boston port of embarkation for the European Theater of Operations (ETO).*

“The journey took several days,” recalled one 394th infantryman. “As we travelled through towns during the day, people would line the tracks to wave. It was good to know that the people of America were rooting for us. In one Ohio town, the people bought us gifts. The whole town lined the tracks, reaching up to clasp our hands; they knew where we were going and in their hearts they knew, as we did, that many on the train would never return.”44

Finally, the troop trains pulled into rail yards near Camp Miles Standish, midway between Boston and Rhode Island. The hastily constructed camp, comprising “tar paper shanties,” was a far cry from Camp Maxey. But the men were kept too busy to complain too much. There were new physicals, injections, and psychological tests to see if they were potential “neurasthenics” who would fall apart at the sound of the first enemy shell passing overhead. The evenings were less frenzied, and the platoon members talked about going overseas—for all but Private Vernon Leopold it would be their first trip across the Atlantic. And they wrote letters home, though they had to be careful what they said, knowing that from now on Bouck and other junior officers would censor the mail lest they give away any military information. The thirsty would go to the PX for a beer and, if they wanted a second before closing time, immediately rejoin a long line as they drank it.45

On Wednesday, September 20, 1944, the men attended a final orientation lecture. The following day, they received instruction on chemical warfare, how to abandon ship, and how to stay clean and build latrines once they reached their final destination in Europe—the American front lines, which had by this time reached as far as the heavily defended German border city of Aachen, north of a mountainous and thickly wooded region called the Ardennes.

Before embarkation, each man received a last pass. Lieutenant Lyle Bouck used his to visit the parents of the friend he had made in Company C—Lieutenant Matthew Reid—before being made the platoon commander. He had dinner with Reid and his parents at their home in Providence, Rhode Island, and savored his last hours in America outside a barracks. Little did Reid and Bouck know, as they ate their last hearty American meal, that in just three months they would be sharing a few hard crumbs of bread as they fought to keep each other alive.

On the evening of September 28, the entire division was again united to listen to a final pep talk from General Lauer. As they again waited for him to make his entry, this time into an outdoor athletic stadium, some men took out their army-issue condoms, inflated them, and then patted them into the air and from line to line. “The GIs roared with laughter and jumped up to keep the ‘balloons’ moving along,” recalled one 99er. “Officers ran up and down the stairs bellowing orders that were ignored. And chaplains went down on their knees to pray; also ignored.”46

The rubbers, designed to curtail a massive outbreak of venereal disease sweeping troops throughout Europe, sailed out of the stadium and landed on passing cars and were popped by the dozen by people in bus lines and walking close by. Lauer, needless to say, was far from impressed. His men’s behavior, he thought, was nothing short of “childish.”47

The next morning, the platoon boarded day coaches and then walked along a pier on the Charles River where their ship, the Excelsior, was docked. It was just after dawn when they filed up a long, narrow gangplank with flimsy rope guards to keep them from plunging into the cold waters below. Some were a little shaky as they walked across the last connection between them and America. They literally felt as if they were walking the plank. One 99er was so nervous that he lost his grip, fell overboard, and was quickly fished out by one of the harbor patrols assigned to picking downed 99ers out of the water.

The Excelsior was part of a convoy of passenger liners and ex-freighters bound for various British ports. Lieutenant Lyle Bouck went to its relatively spacious and comfortable officers’ quarters near the top deck. His men clambered down to the bowels of the ship and into a smokey hold, close to the engine room and crammed with narrow canvas bunks with only eighteen inches separating each man.

Around midnight, the Excelsior slipped her moorings and steamed through choppy waters out of Boston harbor. Many of the men, particularly Lyle Bouck, were quickly seasick as the boat entered heavier seas. They would be served just two meals a day, but few would be able to keep them down for more than a few minutes.

There was no ventilation, so the platoon’s hold, which already stank from the throbbing engines’ exhaust, also soon reeked of body odor and cigarette smoke. Private Louis Kalil remembered the crossing as an airless nightmare. Men would compete to pull guard duty so that they could go up on deck and fill their lungs with cool ocean breezes. Others tried to make the best of the trip and read Reader’s Digest paperbacks or gambled.

“We’d see if we could get enough guys to make up a good game,” remembered Kalil. “We were all gamblers except Leopold. . . . I had to show him how to play poker. And you know what? The cards just fell his way and he took us all for about three hundred dollars.”48

Another 99er on the Excelsior recalled: “They should have made a movie, ‘Misery on the Excelsior’! A shower in cold salt water was another ‘thrill’ our ‘tour guides’ failed to warn us about. What a scary thrill to see your relatively large ‘Liberty ship’ at the bottom of a trough, looking up to a mountain range of waves . . . The old ship did groan and creak some, which wasn’t real comforting when swinging in a hammock several decks down.”49

In his bunk far above in a converted stateroom, Lieutenant Bouck groaned and moaned with acute seasickness. He tried to continue his duties, having been assigned to teaching the men how to read foreign maps, but wave after wave of nausea interrupted the lessons as he vomited over the ship’s side or into latrines awash with other men’s retchings. “It was the only time in my life I wanted to die,” he recalled. “I was so sick.”50

To add to Bouck’s discomfort, a few days out from America there was a submarine alert. The Excelsior was badly exposed, farthest from the heart of the convoy, and he heard a fellow officer say, “We’re going to be it [the target].”

“Fuck the torpedoes!” groaned Bouck. “Send them in.”51

The submarine alerts went on for several days. One afternoon, as the men gathered for a drill on deck, Private Vernon Leopold saw actual depth charges being dropped and wondered whether the convoy was in fact being attacked. Then the Excelsior made her way through the Irish sea toward Liverpool. As the division convoy broke up to make for different ports, Leopold stood glumly at the ship’s rail looking out at the gray seas. Like the others in the platoon, he was depressed, exhausted, and worried about soon going into combat.

Private First Class Risto Milosevich joined him at the rail.

“What the hell are you worried about?” asked Milosevich. “You’re on your way home!”52

Shortly before they docked in Liverpool, Milosevich learned that he had become a father. The ship’s tannoy system announced that he now had a baby girl, Carol-Ann.53

Another of the platoon, twenty-four-year-old Private John B. Creger, already had a son. A wiry 165-pound farm boy, he had been drafted in 1942 and was one of the most lighthearted men in the platoon, always ready to play a practical joke. Three of his brothers—he had thirteen siblings—were also in service, but he worried most about his eighteen-year-old Irish wife, pregnant with their second child and living with her parents in Virginia.54

The Excelsior arrived in Liverpool on October 10, 1944, beneath dirty gray skies. The men lugged their packs and filed onto the docks where scouse—Liverpudlian—dockers cracked jokes about how young this latest batch of Yanks looked. As they boarded a train bound for London, the men were each handed a paper bag containing sandwiches, an apple, and an orange. “Don’t open the windows,” they were ordered, “and don’t make any contact with the kids because they’ll find out you’ve got apples and oranges and they’ll be begging you for them.”55

As the trains passed through stations, gaggles of emaciated, grubby children would line the platforms begging for food, knowing the green soldiers would take sympathy and hand them whatever they could spare. The apples and oranges had soon disappeared into the children’s stomachs. One 99er also took a packet of crackers from his C rations and tossed it out of a window. An angelic-looking girl joined a scuffle and grabbed the prize but then screwed up her face in disgust.

“Give us somethin’ else!” she soon cried, throwing the crackers back at the stunned GI. “These taste fuckin’ ’orrible.”56

Late on October 10, 1944, the platoon arrived at a company-sized camp near the town of Beaminster on England’s south coast. The men marched quietly to their new temporary home—a cold and drafty Quonset hut on the grounds of an ancestral home called Parnham House. If they had any fancy ideas of visiting the local beaches, they were warned, they should think again. Every stretch of sand along the English Channel was heavily mined. They were now the guests of a weary but utterly defiant country that had been under attack since 1939.

* The name “ninety-day wonder” was a somewhat derogatory term for the young men who had passed through officer training school in a matter of a few months.

† The ASTP program was designed to provide the continuous and accelerated flow of high-grade technicians and specialists needed by the army. To this end, soldiers were sent to select colleges to receive specialized training. Although attending college, they were under military discipline and formally on active duty. They received regular army pay. The last thing they expected was to be sent to regular infantry units as privates.

* Many infantry regiments had an Intelligence and Reconnaissance platoon. The twenty-five men in the 394th’s I&R platoon comprised two nine-man reconnaissance squads and a seven-man headquarters section that worked directly under the supervision of Major Kriz, the 394th’s intelligence officer.

* The ASTP shoulder patch was a blue lamp of knowledge.

* When Leopold became a U.S. citizen during his stint as an ASTP student at the University of Arkansas, he changed his name because he feared that in the event of possible capture the Nazis would kill him. He therefore took Gerald for a new first name but, not intending to be called by it, he wanted to use only the initial “G.” and then go by his middle name that he had adapted to Vernon. As it turned out, the army didn’t go for first-initial and middle-name designations on identification (dog) tags and issued him new tags that identified him as Gerald V. Leopold, the name by which he remains designated in all army and veteran records.

* White Anglo-Saxon Protestant.

* Risto had worked for his father as soon as he was physically capable of the long, hard hours on construction sites and had inherited his father’s strict work ethic, rigid moral code, and propensity for violence. As a boy, Risto had seen a Mexican laborer threaten his father with a pickax. Risto had run toward his father’s assailant, determined to “tackle the son of a bitch.” “You stay out of this!” his father had shouted. Risto’s father had taken the pickax off the Mexican, removed the metal head, and beaten him with the wooden handle. Another time, at a church meeting, he had been called a liar in front of the congregation. Risto’s father had simply walked across the crowded church and punched his accuser in the face, knocking him out. “If you called my father a liar,” recalled Risto, “that’s what he would do. Hell, that guy was out for a long time.” Risto Milosevich, interview with author.

* Two other former ASTP men who had been transferred into the platoon, Privates Rueter and Vic Adams, also knew some German. But neither of them were natively fluent in the language because they both came from second- or third-generation German immigrant families and could only speak American-accented German. Shortly after the platoon had been reconstituted, Rueter was transferred to the Office of Strategic Service (OSS).

* Like his father, who had come to America in 1905, Kalil had worked at a local rubber plant after high school. He had played baseball avidly and applied to go to Notre Dame before being drafted in 1942 at age nineteen.

* There was another Adams in the platoon—a former ASTP man named Robert Adams.

† One hot summer night, Adams recalled, he had been involved in a divisional reconnaissance exercise. Other German-speaking privates, including Leopold, were ordered to dress up in hot woolen Afrika Corps uniforms and try to confuse the night maneuvers. “We kept popping up in the area speaking German. Finally, towards morning we allowed ourselves to be ‘captured.’ They were utterly confused and didn’t know what to do. Their officers really got mad when we finally said in English we were tired and hungry and would they give us a lift back to our outfit. They knew they’d been ‘had.’” One of the few surviving photographs of the platoon members during their
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