

[image: ]




[image: ]



CONTENTS

Acknowledgments

Preface

1: At the Westwall

2: The Attack Begins

3: Into the Woods

4: Stalled

5: Schmidt Number One

6: Schmidt Again

7: Turns for the Worst at Schmidt

8: Defeat Deepens

9: The Grand Disaster

10: The Start of the Great November Offensive

11: We Were There to Be Killed

12: Thanksgiving Celebrations

13: Costly Successes

14: Deeper into the Woods

15: Overlooking the Roer

16: Capture of the Dams

17: Postmortems

Roll Call

Bibliography


ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

I am indebted to all of those veterans of the Huertgen Forest campaign who gave me their time and their recollections so freely. Their names are found in the section “Roll Call.” I would also like to thank Colonels Tom Cross, USA Ret., and Richard Cross, USA Ret., for their efforts to afford me access to the personal papers and for their recollections of their father, Col. Thomas J. Cross, who commanded a regiment in the 8th Division. Benjamin Mabry was kind enough to give me access to tapes recorded by his late father, George L. Mabry, Jr., a 4th Division Battalion CO, as well as some personal papers. John Swearingen, who served under Mabry, also answered questions about himself and his commander.

Dorothy Chernitsky, as she has in the past, allowed me access to the sources for her book Voices from the Foxholes. John Marshall not only supplied me with his memoir and the details of his time in the forest, but also put me in touch with a number of his comrades from the 707th Tank Battalion. Al Burghardt, who fought with the 110th Infantry, responded to questions and sent me portions of his personal account of his military career.

Colonel Henry “Red” Phillips provided me with his memories and furnished names and addresses for others in the 9th Infantry Division. Chester Jordan, from the same organization, passed along his manuscript Bull Sessions and also freely answered questions. Ralph Hendrickson supplied a wealth of information on the 5th Armored Division. Donald Faulkner shared his memories and sent me clippings and reports that went beyond his experience with the 22d Infantry Regiment. Clifford Eames gave me relevant portions of his 800-page account of a 1st Division rifleman.

Norris Maxwell, one of the people who suggested I write about the Huertgen campaign, spoke frankly of his own difficulties as a member of the 121st Infantry Regiment and put me in touch with Stephen “Roddy” Wofford.

The 1st Infantry Division Association printed a notice in its Bridgehead Sentinel of my interest in hearing from men who engaged the enemy along the Siegfried Line. The 4th Infantry Division Association performed a similar service in its Ivy Leaves. Bill Parsons, editor of the 78th Division Association’s The Flash, showered me with back issues, which enabled me to find memoirs of veterans from the campaign. Reverend Will Cook, from the 5th Armored Division Association, passed along copies of the Victory Division News. Bob Babcock gave me a copy of History of the 22d Infantry Regiment in World War II and newsletters issued by the 22d Infantry Regiment Society. Sidney A. Salomon supplied his monograph on the 2d Ranger Battalion, which covers the period of 14 November to 10 December 1944.

William Peña of the 28th Division not only gave me permission to quote from his book, As Far as Schleiden, but also answered my questions and furnished me with copies of letters from the German soldier Hubert Gees. In the same vein, Harry Kemp, from the 28th, also contributed valued information through his book, The Regiment. The 39th Infantry’s Donald Lavender allowed me to quote from his monograph Nudge Blue: A Rifleman’s Chronicle of World War II Experience.

Richard Blackburn loaned me the histories of the 13th, 28th, and 121st Regiments, among other items. Edward G. Miller was a gracious source through his book A Dark and Bloody Ground. George Wilson gave me a copy of his personal history, If You Survive. Albert Trosdorf of Merode, Germany, was kind enough to send me a copy of the memoirs of tanker Alvin Bulau. Dr. David Keough, with the U.S. Army Military History Library at Carlisle Barracks, Pennsylvania, pointed out relevant material in the archives.

Quotations from If You Survive by George Wilson (New York: Ballantine Books, 1987) are included by permission.


PREFACE

In the course of research and interviews while writing a series of books on World War II, I became increasingly aware of the campaign for the Huertgen Forest. While survivors of other battles sometimes criticized the strategy and the orders they were given, there was a depth of anger about the Huertgen that surpassed anything I had encountered elsewhere. The unhappiness with what occurred and the absence of much objective coverage in the memoirs of those in the top command slots convinced me to produce this history.

As I have reiterated in all of my books, which rely heavily on oral or eyewitness reports, there are always the dangers of flawed memory, limited vantage points, and the possibility of self-interest in such accounts. But the almost universal condemnation of their superiors’ critical decisions by individuals who were under fire in that “green hell” offers a cautionary note on the accuracy and the truths of histories that draw from the official documents and the personal papers of the likes of Dwight Eisenhower, Omar Bradley, Courtney Hodges (who apparently left little in the way of records), J. Lawton Collins and others in similar positions.

On a personal note, the accounts of those who participated in the Huertgen combat triggered memories of my own service during World War II. I was an infantry replacement, and although I was fortunate to have spent my time in the European Theater guarding prisoners and hauling ammunition, I now realize how poorly I was trained, a condition that unfortunately pertained to many of those committed in the Huertgen and elsewhere.

I spent a great deal of my basic training period learning how to salute and perform close order drill. I had ample practice with an M1 rifle but never touched a BAR or the standard .30-caliber machine guns. When we practiced with a truck-mounted .50-caliber machine gun to shoot at a radio-controlled model airplane, we were not allowed to use tracers, making the aiming exercises useless. (A drone was too expensive to risk having someone shoot it down.)

I was schooled as an antitank crewman on a 57mm cannon, a weapon that was obsolete two years before I went on active duty in September 1944. At that, we had only a few days of practice with the piece. As infantry replacements, we were expected on occasion to be able to serve as riflemen. I never went through any training in house-to-house combat, which frequently characterized the efforts to capture villages in the Huertgen. I had no instruction for dealing with a pillbox. Nor did I, or anyone else I talked to, learn how to handle one’s self when fighting in a wooded area, such as the Huertgen.

The cadre that instructed me had very little interest in how much I absorbed, because, under the replacement system, they would not go to war with me. Their lives would not be dependent upon my performance, because, while my contemporaries and I went overseas, they remained in a stateside camp. The historian Stephen Ambrose, among others, has criticized the entire replacement operation of the U.S. Army during World War II, in which individuals, often lacking even the rudiments of combat, were inserted into units rather than the possibly more effective procedure of bringing entire organizations with their own cadre of noncoms and officers in to substitute for those who required relief. That system would have ensured that the soldiers knew one another and those who led them would be aware of their capabilities. Ambrose suggested that, at the very least, complete squads or platoons should have been brought in, and substitution of whole companies and battalions would have been even better.

The experiences of those who were replacements in the Huertgen campaign demonstrate the awful failure of the system. But, as in the case of the command and control powers that held sway over the actual fighting, no one was ever held accountable for the disastrous consequences of tossing green, poorly schooled soldiers into the maw.

Each new war differs from that of the past, but to ignore what happened in the Huertgen enhances the possibilities for another bitter victory, if not a defeat.
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AT THE WESTWALL

Optimism, an end to the war by Christmas, had infected the American forces by the first week of September 1944, as the Allied tide seemed poised to sweep the map clean of the Axis forces. In the Pacific, U.S. Army Gen. Douglas MacArthur and Adm. Chester Nimitz, MacArthur’s seagoing counterpart, had all but destroyed the Japanese navy, recaptured almost all of the islands conquered by the enemy, and begun to assemble a massive invasion force designed to carry out MacArthur’s boast of a return to the Philippine Islands. The homeland of the enemy was under siege from U.S. bombers.

In Eastern Europe, the relentless Red Armies pummeled the forces of the Third Reich after lifting the sieges of Moscow, Leningrad, and Stalingrad at horrific cost to themselves and the Wehrmacht. In the west, having evacuated Rome, the German legions continued to retreat northward. After a state of stagnation in the hedgerows of Normandy, following the invasion on 6 June, the British, Free French, and U.S. armies had broken out in a dazzling sprint that carried them to the very borders of Germany. The columns of tanks, accompanied by swift-moving infantrymen, who were supported by massive artillery and incessant raids from the air, shattered disciplined ranks of German soldiers, destroyed huge amounts of armor and ammunition, killed and wounded tens of thousands of troops, and raked in hundreds of thousands of prisoners. At the German border, the only question appeared to be whether the rampaging advance would need to halt for a few weeks to allow adequate resupply of ammunition and fuel before administering the coup de grâce.

First Army forces had begun to probe the enemy defenses at Aachen, and on 6 September, the First Army commander, Courtney Hodges, having paused over a two-day span to sit for nearly four hours while the Marchioness of Queensberry painted his portrait for Life magazine, predicted the imminent demise of the enemy. According to Maj. William Sylvan, Hodges’s aide-de-camp, “The general said tonight that given ten good days of weather he thought the war might well be over as far as organized resistance was concerned.”

[image: ]

A sense of an approaching finale also infected some of the troops. Mike Cohen, a platoon leader in the 12th Engineer Combat Battalion, part of the 8th Infantry Division, recalled the coming of September. “We had led the advance to Rennes, then swung up toward Brest. It was truly brutal. The city was heavily defended by crack troops, granite walls, and lots of firepower. But when it was over, it was as if the war was over. The main force of the Allies had moved swiftly across France. The Stars and Stripes [military newspaper] reported that Patton had breached the Siegfried Wall in several places and the war was just about over.

“It was a time for rejoicing. It was autumn, the weather was balmy, the guns were still. The killing was finished. It was the time of the Jewish high holidays, Rosh Hashanah and Yom Kippur, and a prayer session was called on a sunny slope outside of Brest with a view of the blue harbor and a cluster of hospital tents. Despite the sincerity of my grandfather and the not-so-enthusiastic exhortations of my father [who left nineteenth-century Russia with its anti-Semitic raids by Cossacks and czarist pogroms], I was never very religious but this was very different. This was a nonsectarian emotion of brotherhood for everyone still alive and deep sadness for the guys who had been killed—our guys that is. I never could bring myself to regret the death of the enemies.

“We had a big party for the company, hired the jubilant French townspeople to prepare a great feast, and we ate and ate and ate and ate. Then, suddenly, the peace was over. We were back in our trucks and moving east. We wound up in Luxembourg and discovered the war was still going on.”

The American commanders, the strategists and tacticians, had neglected a number of factors in their calculations of imminent victory. Only two days before Hodges’s prediction, Sylvan had noted in his diary that, after a conference with Gen. Dwight D. Eisenhower, head of the Allied forces, and Gen. Omar Bradley, in charge of the 12th Army Group, which included Hodges’s forces, “Both the Supreme Commander and General Bradley also are extremely worried over the gasoline situation, which is becoming more instead of being less critical.” Sylvan reported that his boss was ordered “to curl up both the VII and XIX Corps,” which, the aide remarked, handed the British ally and rival Gen. Bernard Montgomery, the “best use of east-west roads. The whole plan is not altogether to the general’s satisfaction, since he believes he can whip the gasoline problem, and that while the Germans are on the run, there should be no halt even for a minute.”

Omar Bradley, in his well-after-the-fact autobiography, implied that if Eisenhower had not allocated scarce gasoline for Montgomery’s thrust to the north and given it to Gen. George Patton’s Third Army, the American armor early in September might have pushed well into the Rhineland, the very heart of the Third Reich, instead of halting along the outskirts of enemy turf.

By dint of Patton’s personality and the swift progress of his troops after the breakout at Saint-Lô, the Third Army’s actions led to banner headlines and major news stories during the summer months. But the First Army, which furnished the beachhead through which Patton was able to enter Normandy, had achieved just as spectacular results. In the six weeks after the July offensive that smashed the German defenses, the troops under Hodges liberated Paris and pushed northeast to the border while contending with the largest segments of the enemy forces.

Between the First Army and the Rhine River lay the vaunted Siegfried Line (the German name for what Americans referred to as the Westwall), a stretch of fortifications that in some areas amounted to only a thin, single belt of fortified emplacements and in others, particularly in the sector fronted by the legions under Hodges, was a parallel series of bastions. A swift strong strike could penetrate and sweep to the Rhine. Although the textbooks and manuals stressed the importance of the terrain, the strategists were confident that technology and manpower could readily overcome whatever advantages the enemy could muster.

On 10 September, desperate to delay pursuit, the retreating Germans destroyed the bridges that spanned the Our and Sauer Rivers, which ambled between Luxembourg and the Third Reich. On that same day, on the heels of Hodges’s assertion that all that lay between a final push and victory was “ten days of good weather,” Sylvan said that a First Army staff conference described the supply picture as “extremely discouraging,” and the situation mandated a delay in any concentrated attack on the Siegfried Line for a minimum of five days.

Nibbling at the border was the 5th Armored Division, a veteran force from the fighting in France. The combat log of the 71st Armored Field Artillery (AFA) of the division reported for 10 September: “The bridge across the Sauer River in Mersch was blown just as CCR [Combat Command Reserve, one of the three regiment-size units in an armored division] entered the town. [Battalion] registered by air OP [L-5 Piper Cubs flown by army pilots routinely as observation posts, spotting targets for artillery] and fired eight [battalion] concentrations. Expended 264 rounds. Many foot [infantry] and horses were killed and dispersed. Many horse-drawn vehicles were destroyed along with several automotive vehicles and guns. The Air Corps also had a field day attacking the retreating German columns as they raced east to the ‘Fatherland.’”

A day later, the log of the 71st AFA reported a march of sixteen miles that bore it beyond the Brandenberg Castle in the Brandenberg Pass. “[Battalion] registered by air OP at 1630, B Battery, 71st. AFA was the first arty [artillery] unit to fire on German soil. Battalion fired interdiction and harassing missions throughout the night and expended 230 rounds.”

On that same 11 September, around 4:30 P.M., the 85th Recon Squadron, dispatched six GIs and Lt. Lionel A. DeLille, a Free French officer serving as an interpreter, in a peep (the armored forces designation for jeep) and scout car to explore the territory between the positions of the 5th Armored Division and the enemy. The patrol cautiously moseyed forward to find out whether Wehrmacht soldiers occupied the pillboxes that threatened any advance.

Sergeant Warner W. Holzinger, leader of the group, recalled: “When we started out on our mission, we took my radio peep with us to keep in touch with the 2d Platoon and with headquarters. We worked our way down to Stolzembourg [a village on the Luxembourg side of the Our River]. From the citizens we learned there were no enemy soldiers in the vicinity. I have been thankful many times I could speak German.

“The enemy had blown to some degree the small bridge that spanned the Our River. Even at that, we were able to cross on it. We could have waded the river too.” A dry summer had left the stream shallow.

“On the German side of the river there was a pillbox camouflaged as a barn. It’s a good thing it wasn’t manned. Lieutenant DeLille and I talked with a German farmer. He told us that the last time he had seen any German troops was the day before. He also told us that if we followed the road up the small mountain behind his farm, we would be able to see the first line of pillboxes. So, Lieutenant DeLille, Pfc. [William] McColligan, the German farmer, and I went into Germany about one and a half miles, where we could get a good view. We studied the pillbox area with our field glasses. None of them seemed manned. We returned to Stolzembourg, where we reported the information [by radio] to Lt. Loren L. Vipond [his platoon commander].”

Subsequently, G-2 at headquarters of the 5th Armored Division scrawled a transcription of a brief radio message received from Combat Command B, one of its three regiment-size armored units: “Dismounted patrols crossed into Germany at … 1815 hrs.”

The frontier had been breached, but Holzinger’s patrol returned to its base without occupying enemy turf. Subsequent probes confirmed the paucity of German troops, although one expedition from the 5th Armored observed soldiers leisurely marching in from the north, bearing machine guns and taking up residence in formerly deserted pillboxes.

The thinness of the foe’s ranks whetted appetites for continuing the prewinter drive to the Rhine. The Allies were well aware of the most immediate obstacle to progress, the well-publicized Siegfried Line. The thickest fortification was along a radius anchored by the historic city of Aachen and enveloped a number of good-size towns—Stolberg, Düren, Eschweiler, Schmidt—and villages and hamlets, some no more than a crossroads, as well as some sizable rivers and tributaries with heavy forestry. The strongest section of the Westwall consisted of two chains of defenses, the Scharnhorst Line, closest to the Allied troops, and the Schill Line, the deeper and more substantial array several miles back.

German engineers had artfully sited the more than 3,000 pillboxes, dugouts, and observation posts to exploit the full benefits of terrain—the lakes, streams, hills, gorges, forests, and other natural features. Within the confines of the biggest forts were living quarters for troops, arms and ammunition storage, concealed entrances, and, of course, firing embrasures. The concentration of such redoubts reflected the knowledge that Aachen and its surrounding territory acted as a gateway for the shortest route from the west to Berlin.

Some of the massive pillboxes, many of which were circular, would cause artillery and tank shells to glance off if they hit a rounded area. The structures were made of steel eight to ten inches thick, covered by a layer of concrete a foot deep. Concrete gun casements employed walls eight to ten feet thick. The German engineers artfully masked the apertures with mounds of dirt, which would cause 155mm rounds to ricochet. Machine gun bunkers covered open areas. Tank obstacles included ditches, eight feet wide and twenty feet deep, that were covered by pillbox weapons and rows of stalwart, six-foot-high, reinforced concrete barriers known as “dragon’s teeth.” Craters blasted in roads blocked vehicular passage. The defenses duly impressed intelligence specialists and strategists, but the first patrols revealed that the reeling Nazi armies had fallen back in such a disorganized rout that they had left much of the Siegfried Line unmanned or staffed with skeleton crews. When the fortifications were constructed in 1938, Adolf Hitler’s propaganda machine trumpeted the Westwall as impregnable, a characterization swallowed by military leaders in England. That sense of inviolability helped convince the British to appease Hitler at the 1938 Munich Conference.

Unlike the French, who blindly trusted their equivalent Maginot Line to protect them against any invaders, the German generals understood that the Siegfried’s major contribution to defense of the Fatherland lay in its power to delay an offensive until reserves could be rushed to the point of attack. And the demands on the Russian Front and in Italy and in France emptied the bunkers of even housekeeping crews, to say nothing of eliminating the mobile reserves expected to back up the defenses. To the top American commanders, the reports of those first patrols in September indicated that the Siegfried Line was a waste of concrete.

Even as Hodges plotted the offensive that would smash into the heart of Germany, on 8 September, only two days after his uncharacteristically confident boast, Sylvan informed his diary that Bradley was urging Hodges to dispatch some of his armor to the rescue of Third Army forces to the south: “The Boche had sent tanks into a Third Army Division CP and captured valuable documents.” The 12th Army Group leader attributed the setback to the failure of Hodges’s V Corps to drive ahead. Hodges alibied that the lack of gas stalled his troops. He insisted that the First Army should not be held responsible for Third Army problems.

The primary objective of the First Army was control of the Roer River, a stream that originates in the hills of the Ardennes, meanders through Monschau, a town near the Belgian border, broadens as it picks up a network of tributaries while passing through the city of Düren, and then curves northwest to flow into the Meuse River of the Netherlands. Beyond the Roer in Germany was a plain that extended to the last natural defense in the Deutschland—the Rhine. A few lone voices from intelligence suggested that the command consider the strategic importance of a group of dams, particularly the pair known as the Schwammenauel and the Urft. These dams controlled the flow of the Roer and several of its larger feeder streams. By opening the gates on the largest of these dams, the Germans could create massive flooding that would critically interfere with any offensive. But the plotters, from Eisenhower down through Bradley, Hodges, Joe Collins, and Leonard Gerow, basically ignored the threat posed by opening the floodgates and concentrated instead on the capture of real estate. There is, for example, no mention in Sylvan’s meticulous notes of any intentions concerning the dams.

General J. Lawton Collins, V Corps commander under Hodges, when asked many years later whether the intelligence people considered the dams an important objective, responded, “They didn’t, and they didn’t recognize the threat they posed. We all knew there were some dams. We had not studied that particular part of the zone. They came as a surprise to most of the intelligence people in the army. There were two or three of them [actually, a system of seven such flood control structures].”

Poised to make the final blow at the Third Reich, what promised to be a swift triumph turned into a fiasco, as the American brass combined dubious strategic decisions with tactical blunders, which were compounded by a disregard for basic military axioms, an appalling ignorance of the situation, and the deadly germ of hubris. The competition to conquer the most land, score the highest body count, and collect the most medals is a not unexpected theme among military units at war. But, occasionally, that zeal overwhelms good judgment and results in deadly consequences. At the heart of the disaster that began to unfold in September 1944 was a great patch of densely packed, towering fir trees known as the Huertgen Forest, a man-made preserve. Actually, the seventy-square-mile area consisted of several forests—Huertgen, Wenau, Roetgen, Monschau, and smaller woods—but Americans lumped the entire sector under the name Huertgen.

Harry Kemp, who commanded a heavy weapons company for the 28th Division during its ordeal in the woods, said, “If one were to see it from the southeast outskirts of Aachen … it appears as a seemingly impenetrable mass—a vast undulating blackish-green ocean stretching as far as the eye can see.” The official U.S. Army history covering this period, in which Americans confronted the Huertgen, states: “Upon entering the forest, you want to drop things behind to mark your path, as Hansel and Gretel did with their bread crumbs.” Within this enormous stand of conifers, there was grim gloom. Sunlight rarely penetrated through the near cheek-to-jowl, interlocked branches. On the carpet of pine needles, American GIs bled in unprecedented numbers during a horrendous, five-month campaign that scourged seven infantry divisions, an armored division, and assorted other units. Referring to a World War I slaughter, Ernest Hemingway, who accompanied a regiment devastated in the Huertgen, christened the Huertgen “Paschendale with trees.”
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THE ATTACK BEGINS

When General Hodges uttered his prediction of victory in less than a fortnight, the front of his First Army lay along a 35-mile-long axis from the Belgium-Netherlands border through Aachen, south through the Ardennes into Luxembourg. While the British war chief Sir Bernard Montgomery, to the north of the First Army, painstakingly marched toward the enemy border, the invasion of Hitler’s Third Reich lay within Hodges’s domain, because Patton’s Third Army had stalled inside French territory, south of the Forest of Ardennes, some miles from the frontier.

As a cadet at West Point, Hodges had fallen victim to geometry during his first year. After he enlisted as a private, he earned a commission and received a Distinguished Service Cross for leading a reconnaissance into enemy lines while with the American Expeditionary Forces during the Meuse-Argonne battles of World War I. He progressed up the ranks until 1941, when Army Chief of Staff Gen. George C. Marshall named him chief of infantry at the War Department in Washington, D.C. Once the shooting began, Hodges was assigned as deputy chief of the First Army under Gen. Omar Bradley. When Bradley assumed command of the 12th Army Group, Hodges succeeded him as commander of the First Army. Bradley commented, “He was essentially a military technician whose faultless techniques and tactical knowledge made him one of the most skilled craftsmen of my entire command. He probably knew as much about infantry and training as any man in the army.” Although Bradley offered such high praise, he also commented, “Courtney seemed indecisive and overly conservative.” Bradley said that he hoped “my veteran First Army staff … would keep a fire under him.”

[image: ]

Now a fifty-six-year-old lieutenant general, Hodges was a stolid, meticulous planner and cherished the role of armor with as much conviction as his close friend and one of his West Point classmates in 1904, Gen. George S. Patton, Jr. He held a similar faith in the virtues of artillery. Unlike his flamboyant chum, however, Hodges built a reputation of concern for the well-being of his troops.

His First Army consisted of three corps and numbered more than 256,000 officers and men. Approximately half of these filled the ranks of combat units, although even within that category many soldiers performed service and supply functions. Between his two armored divisions and the attached separate tank battalions, his table of organization included 1,010 Shermans, but in actuality the number on hand added up to perhaps 850, with many badly in need of repairs or maintenance work. On the other hand, his troops were backed not only by their division’s big guns, but by forty-six separate field artillery battalions and three chemical (4.2-inch) mortar battalions.

The XIX Corps, which occupied the most northern left flank facing Germany, would not play a role in the offensive that involved the Huertgen. It was expected to remain in place until Montgomery advanced to the German border.

At the center of the First Army positions stood the VII Corps, commanded by Maj. Gen. Joseph Lawton Collins, a West Pointer who sharpened his combat teeth leading an infantry division on the islands of Guadalcanal and New Georgia in the South Pacific. According to Collins, a native of New Orleans, Louisiana, “My first love was the navy. But I realized if I went into the navy, I wasn’t going to see very much of my family for the rest of my life.” While a freshman at Louisiana State University, he earned an appointment to the U.S. Military Academy class of 1917. An exuberant, forceful advocate of his own opinions, Collins never flagged in self-confidence. Like Hodges, Collins had caught the attention of George Marshall, who helped him rise more quickly than others from his West Point class. Bradley held a similarly high opinion of Collins, offering the backhanded compliment that Collins “was not a deep thinker or strategist. He was a ‘doer,’ an action man. … One of the most outstanding field commanders in Europe, Collins was without [a] doubt also the most aggressive. With a handpicked staff to help him, he seasoned an unerring tactical judgment with just enough bravado to make every advance a triumph. To these qualities, he added boundless self-confidence.” Not everyone who encountered Collins would put such a positive spin on his character.

Collins was the sort of man Bradley expected to ignite the kindling under Hodges. He had a reputation for making frequent tours of the front and boasted, “Every day I was out in the field visiting as far [forward] as I could the critical point of action. Where the crux of the fighting was likely to be was the place I headed for.” In the first days of September 1944, Collins directed the 4th Cavalry Group, the 1st and 9th Infantry Divisions, and the 3d Armored Division.

On the right-most southern flank, Maj. Gen. Leonard Gerow led the V Corps. Another West Pointer, Gerow had been a member of an advanced infantry officers’ class at Fort Benning with Bradley, and they had graduated first and second, respectively. Gerow preceded Eisenhower as chief of the War Plans Division of the General Staff while Ike served as his deputy. He had almost no experience as a field commander (Eisenhower had none). When Gerow, a detail-obsessed draftsman with none of the bonhomie of his successor, was given responsibility for direction of the V Corps during its Normandy landings, some questioned the choice. However, Gerow’s meticulous approach was augmented by an unexpected sense of the flow of battle. In the few months since 6 June 1944, he appeared to have the grasp of combat command well in hand. There was no doubt that he possessed a considerably less dynamic personality than his counterpart at the helm of the VII Corps or certainly the rambunctious Lt. Gen. George S. Patton, Jr., head of the Third Army who was then butting heads against a stubborn enemy defense on Gerow’s right flank. Gerow’s troops played a principal role in the D-Day landing on Omaha Beach, and within the ranks were the 102d Cavalry Group, the 4th and 28th Infantry Divisions, and the 5th Armored Division.

Directly committed to work with First Army operations was the IX Tactical Air Command, a component of the Ninth Air Force. Its fighter-bomber groups flew missions specifically requested by the ground forces and roamed the skies on “armed reconnaissance,” swooping down on any enemy spotted from the air or in response to radioed requests. The Ninth Air Force furnished further aid with groups of medium bombers. The Royal Air Force also contributed its bombers to the effort.

During the staff conference on 8 September, where, according to Sylvan, the supply experts described dire shortages, Hodges’s aide noted the arrival of the V Corps commander, Gerow, at 10 A.M.: “He was closeted with the general [Hodges] in an occasionally rather tempestuous discussion of V Corps Tactical Approach to the border. The general, knowing the importance that Gen. Bradley placed on the strength of the right flank [adjacent to the Third Army’s positions], ordered the 112th Infantry to assemble in the area of the 5th Armored and generally layed [sic] out to Gen. Gerow the plan which he wished to see adopted for the attack. Gen. Collins came by car at 3 o’clock and for two hours they were closeted in the map trailer discussing the VII Corps’s approach to the border.”

On 11 September, Sylvan reported, “Shortly after 8:15, news from the V Corps that elements of the 5th Armored had crossed the frontier, approximately at the 42d horizontal. Gen. Hodges at once called Gen. Gerow who denied the fact, but later in the evening it was established beyond a doubt that patrols had crossed the border and stayed across the border. They had been joined in their respective sectors by patrols from both the 4th and 28th Divisions. No one claimed that the Siegfried Line or what there is of it had been pierced, but the fact remained that we were in Germany, the first to have that distinction.” Within a few hours, the 16th Regimental Combat Team of the 1st Division [infantry working with armor from the 3d Armored Division] also trespassed on the Siegfried Line, capturing several pillboxes. But the advancing GIs reported that heavy obstacles lay ahead. Collins’s organization had become the second corps to cross the border.

On 12 September, Hodges conferred with General Patton and the G-4 representatives, the staff responsible for supply. Sylvan noted, “It seems likely that we will have to halt for at least a short period.” Sylvan also observed that in Eupen, a Belgian border town captured by the VII Corps, all of the civilians hung white flags from their windows and shops, “but were coldly indifferent to our troops in contrast to the reception given up to that point. Eupen was in disputed territory with a population that was strongly pro-German.”

The hostility of the Germans was expected, but it also meant that the Allied armies could no longer, as they had in the past, count on much information from civilians. Based on what intelligence specialists could gather from such patrols as that led by Sergeant Holzinger, the experiences of the 16th Regiment troops, the questioning of a few prisoners and civilians, and intercepts of German communications, the First Army staff concluded that the Westwall emplacements were garrisoned mainly by service and second-line recruits of limited value for front-line combat but trained to man fixed defensive posts. Such troops were designated as SOS.

In his meeting with his superior, the ever-eager “Lightning Joe” Collins argued for his VII Corps to seize the initiative and plunge into Germany. To assuage Hodges’s uncertainty, Collins proposed “a reconnaissance in force,” which the army’s basic manual on combat doctrine calls the “best means of clearing up an uncertain situation.” In effect, the reconnaissance in force could probe defenses and mount attacks. The option of actually occupying territory would depend on the resistance offered.

Captain Armand R. Levasseur, the plans and operations officer of the 1st Division’s 26th Regiment, wrote in a monograph well after the fact, “The men generally realized that the picnic, wine, and flowers campaign of France and Belgium was at an end. Now at least, the German was fighting on native soil, so resistance was expected to stiffen.” However, Levasseur wrote, “the end now seemed within our grasp. Optimism was high, in fact too high in view of the tough battles that lay ahead. Sound tactical doctrine dictated that the enemy’s defenses, reached at the close of a pursuit, which had turned into a rout, be penetrated as rapidly as possible. The enemy was to be given no breather to recover from the staggering blows struck in France and Belgium. For this reason no time was available for specialized training so valuable to the success of an attack on permanent type defenses. Also, at battalion level little was known as to the nature of construction, strength, or depth of the fortifications.”

While the enemy was obviously gasping for breath, the First Army was also breathing hard, with many organizations like the 1st Division badly winded after more than ninety days of battle. Vehicles were worn out or seriously damaged, maintenance was far behind schedule, and the supply problems continued. Levasseur’s comment about the lack of specialized training for dealing with the redoubts of the Siegfried Line is only partially correct, because the 1st Division, having fought in North Africa and Sicily and having confronted pillboxes and bunkers during the Normandy invasion, was an experienced outfit, although casualties had reduced the number of veteran soldiers. More to the point would be the absence of any significant instruction or experience in combat in a dense forest that housed massive permanent defensive positions.

These considerations aside, and persuaded by Collins, Hodges authorized both of his corps commanders to crack the Westwall. Collins, champed at his bit, giving the responsibility to a pair of combat commands from the 3d Armored and two battalions from infantry regiments of the 1st Division. The initial plan posed what might generously be labeled an “incongruity.” While the top U.S. commanders plotted a drive toward Koblenz coordinated with the Third Army, and if V Corps hewed to a close association with Patton’s bunch, it would be well split off from the bulk of the First Army.

Collins hoped to snatch the prize of Aachen, a town celebrated in German history, before the Nazi armies could regroup. Not only was the capture of Aachen valued because of the city’s renown (it was the coronation city of the Holy Roman Empire and Charlemagne’s capital), but it also would be the first major conquest on enemy soil. Furthermore, it held strategic worth because of its location in the Aachen Gap, an avenue through difficult topography to the north and in the southeast dense pine woods, the result of forestry preservation by the Nazi government. The Americans called this the Huertgen. The line that separated the VII and V Corps ran through the miles of these stalwart, packed stands of trees. On the southwestern outskirts of the sector was Monschau, which anchored another rough avenue toward the Roer River.

The German Seventh Army commander believed that his opposition would pinpoint Aachen as the major objective in an attack. Generalleutnant Friedrich August Schack, the officer responsible for the area that included Aachen, as well as the territory immediately south of the city, could muster only beat-up German divisions to counter any blows from the combined efforts of the American VII and V Corps. His 105th Panzer Brigade could field only ten tanks, and that tiny group had been shot up in its first encounter with U.S. armor on 11 September. The 9th Panzer Division, reorganizing after a drubbing in France, scrambled to defend Aachen but arrived piecemeal in small increments as the battle for Aachen seemed about to begin. Another division existed only on paper; all that was left of it was the headquarters staff. Retention of the entire Aachen sector devolved upon engineers, a few artillery batteries, a training regiment, a handful of local security people, and some remnants from armor and infantry outfits.

In charge of the actual defense of the city was Generalleutnant Gerhard Graf von Schwerin, who would fall victim to an incredible piece of mistiming. As he tried to move his hodgepodge of fighting men into place, von Schwerin discovered that the burghers of Aachen perceived the desperate state of their city and were panicky over a directive from Hitler that civilians evacuate the city. Although the Nazi dictator ordered the city emptied of noncombatants, he showed no inclination to abandon Aachen. He had personally ordered three full-strength divisions toward Aachen.

Von Schwerin, after vainly attempting to deploy his motley group of soldiers, decided the whole affair was fruitless. He foresaw a swift victory by the Americans menacing the city and no advantage in ejecting its inhabitants. Perhaps unaware that Hitler himself had demanded the people leave, the general tried to organize the local police to stop the evacuation but quickly learned that the local Nazi officials and the police had already fled. Army officers assumed the task of urging the populace to stay home.

Von Schwerin took it upon himself to write a letter in English to the American commander, whom he expected to enter the city. “I stopped the absurd evacuation of this town; therefore, I am responsible for the fate of its inhabitants and I ask you, in the case of an occupation by your troops, to take care of the unfortunate population in a humane way. I am the last German commanding officer in the sector of Aachen.” Von Schwerin entrusted the missive to a telephone service manager, the only official he could locate who was still at his post. Unfortunately, at the very moment the Wehrmacht general chose to offer a surrender, the Americans turned away from Aachen. Von Schwerin’s letter, preserved by the telephone bureaucrat, would haunt him.

Although not opposed by any significant enemy strength, Collins’s reconnaissance in force, which he renamed an attack, stumbled. Roadblocks, the unfriendly ground, and small but sharp resistance from bands of stubborn defenders prevented the GI invaders from penetrating the Westwall. One battalion of infantry from the 16th Regiment, however, pushed well into the Aachen municipal forest, where they triggered a surprise counterattack from some eighty Germans. The 16th Infantry soldiers warily dug in to await further orders.

John Beach, a Californian who graduated from the U.S. Military Academy in June 1943, recalled, “I was a typical replacement officer when I joined the company on June 22, 1944. The company had been taken out of the line in our sector and enjoyed a brief lull in the action. The army, with considerable astuteness, had estimated the casualties on Omaha Beach would be 50 percent. It prepared for this by grouping replacements into packages of fourteen men each. Each such package had riflemen, machine gunners, and automatic riflemen. One platoon of these groups had been already assigned to the various units, even during the assault on the beach. They were fed into the gaps that existed. After the beachhead had been established, our package went through the regular chain of command before being assigned to Dagwood Red Charlie. Dagwood stood for the 16th Infantry, Red for the 1st Battalion, and Charlie for Company C.

“Our company was resting to the rear of the 1st Division near Caumont, dug in along the hedgerows that were so characteristic of this part of France. When I first saw Capt. Victor H. Briggs, he was occupying the only comfortable chair in the area, the front seat of his jeep, his long legs leisurely stretched over the dashboard onto the hood, as he enjoyed a cigarette. ‘Good to see you, Beach,’ he said, shaking my hand. ‘We need replacements.’ He pointed to a water can on the ground near the jeep. ‘Have some coffee.’ Captain Briggs’s smiling face did not show the iron that was beneath. He had already been awarded two Silver Stars for his actions in North Africa and Sicily, a DSC for deliberately drawing fire on himself so his company might advance.

“I was given command of the first platoon, which held the right flank of the company. Technical Sergeant Floyd Newman from Seattle, my platoon sergeant, had been a private when the platoon entered Oran. My platoon guide, SSgt. Jim Dyer, from Indiana, was a veteran of Africa and Sicily. Charlie Company’s rest was a short one. We moved up and occupied foxholes of a company we relieved. The sector was so quiet it was hard to realize the Germans were only about 300 feet away.”

Beach gradually became friendly with another platoon lieutenant, James Horace Wood, a Georgian and former marine. Wood apparently thought the War Between the States was still an issue. “He would fight the Civil War at the slightest opportunity,” recalled Beach. “He’d go back fighting Lee’s battles when there was a lull.”

Caumont may have been a peaceful scene, but Beach and his associates knew something big was in the air. Patton was reported to be in the vicinity, and there was talk of entry into Paris by the middle of July. The breakout occurred on 26 July, when 15,000 tons of bombs were dropped. Beach and his platoon fought their way toward the frontier, incurring casualties all along the way.

In September, he observed, “We moved through a town crossing the German border. A few kilometers beyond, Sgt. David Fehrenbach was the first man in the 1st Division to cross the German border, in the woods this side of Aachen. Immediately after that, we ran into a few enemy pillboxes and entrenchments, but they were not fully manned and the enemy surrendered after a brief struggle. We engaged a few firefights around Aachen, and I lost four men in the Aachen Forest. … There were now ten left from the forty which had started with me [at Caumont]. My platoon was down to twelve. When we pulled out of there, the next day I received sixteen men as replacements, which brought [the] platoon total to twenty-eight. We drove southward toward the city of Stolberg, southeast of Aachen. The atmosphere was entirely different. Now we were in the enemy’s home territory. No longer were there cheering crowds when we passed. For the most part, the houses had white flags hanging from them. The people were obviously not welcoming us but offered no resistance. The fight appeared to have gone out of them, with the exception of the children who hissed at us as we went past.”

As the 1st Battalion of the 16th Infantry pushed deeper into the Aachen forest, they suffered further losses. The Germans captured Fehrenbach and his squad. In Company C a platoon leader went down, and Briggs assigned Wood as his replacement, naming Jake Lindsey to be his platoon sergeant. Continued casualties in and around Aachen due to intense fighting brought more replacements, and soon Beach, whose complement had dropped as low as fifteen, had forty-four men under his command. Activity gradually lessened in the 1st Battalion sector.

The 26th Infantry dispatched its 1st Battalion, aided by air strikes, to smash through the Scharnhorst Line with the aim of seizing hills overlooking Aachen. Tanks from the 3d Armored Division and armored infantry sought to break through on the right flank and take the high ground near Stolberg, about three miles or so east of Aachen. Colonel William Lovelady of Combat Command B (CCB) merged his 2d Battalion from the 33d Armored Infantry with most of the 2d Battalion from the 33d, plus a recon company, a tank unit, a platoon of armored engineers, a platoon of tank destroyers, a battery of M7 self-propelled howitzers, and a maintenance unit to form Task Force Lovelady. It jumped off around noon from Eupen in Belgium, traveling northeast toward Roetgen.

Moving slowly over muddy ground, Lovelady’s lead element reached the unmanned customs station on the Belgian-German border shortly before 3 P.M. Lovelady radioed CCB headquarters that the task force had crossed the frontier. Brigadier General Truman E. Boudinot, CCB chief, told his radio operator, “Tell Lovelady he’s famous! Congratulate him and tell him to keep on going!” Roetgen, a tiny enclave, passed into American hands with little resistance. It was the first German town to be occupied by the U.S. Army in World War II. From their vehicles, the history-making GIs saw frightened faces peeking out from their drawn curtains as the armor rolled through the main street. As in Eupen and thousands of other settlements, villages, towns, and cities, the ubiquitous white flags, often bedsheets, hung from the buildings.

On the far edge of town, the column approached a crater in the middle of the road. On the left, row upon row of dragon’s teeth barred a detour in that direction. Steep hills blocked any opportunity to evade the gaping hole on the right side. When troops dismounted to examine the crater, a sniper’s bullet cut down a company commander and signaled an outpouring of fire from other well-concealed German soldiers. GIs with machine guns in their trucks, jeeps, and tracked carriers could not roust the enemy, and the accompanying artillery could not drive off the foe. Despite orders to continue, Task Force Lovelady could not budge.

Elsewhere, the 3d Armored absorbed limited but stinging punishment. The task force of Combat Command A (CCA) encountered well-concealed antitank guns that knocked off three Shermans, temporarily halting further movement. A giant pit in a road walled by an adjacent cliff, solidly built roadblocks, mines, and the phalanxes of dragon’s teeth shut down the other combat command.

To resume its attack, engineers with Task Force Lovelady filled the huge hole in the roadway with dirt but that quickly changed to impassable muck. The artillery then blasted an opening through the dragon’s teeth on the left and the tanks rumbled toward the first objective, the village of Rott. En route the attackers approached eight pillboxes or bunkers. In every instance, the handful of Germans in residence immediately fled.

The GIs crashed through the relatively thin crust of the Scharnhorst Line and set their sights on Rott. But there they encountered a much more defiant defense. A Mark V tank, backed by antitank guns, opened fire. Task Force Lovelady quickly had four Shermans and a half-track knocked out. Only the superiority of numbers enabled the 3d Armored people to silence the Mark V, and once bereft of that weapon, the Germans retreated. A blown bridge across a stream near Rott stalled the advance for the night.

A few miles north of Task Force Lovelady, a smaller group, led by Lt. Col. Roswell H. King, moved toward Schmidthof, another village just beyond the Scharnhorst emplacements. There, however, pillboxes were clumped in greater density from behind a cordon of dragon’s teeth. In addition, Schmidthof provided enemy observers excellent vantage points from which to call down artillery and mortars upon the Americans. Task Force King, with only sixty infantrymen, attempted an attack that was repulsed by the accurate and heavy German response.

A third punch, deploying tanks, tank destroyers, and an infantry battalion directed by Col. Leander Doan, hammered at positions to the northwest, closer to the Stolberg corridor.

Mortar shells denied engineers an opportunity to create openings in the dragon’s teeth blocking Task Force Doan’s tanks. Foot soldiers sifted through the concrete barriers only to meet withering machine gun fire from positions safely out of reach of the stranded armor.

The tankers discovered a rough roadway of stone and earth that allowed passage through the concrete antitank pylons. Led by a Scorpion (flail) tank, they proceeded slowly for fear of mines. The Scorpion floundered in the soft dirt, and only the intrepid action of its crew and a platoon leader who hitched up two mediums (Sherman tanks) to drag it out enabled Task Force Doan to maneuver past the dragon’s teeth and start a rampage against the machine gun bunkers. But the infantrymen already pinned down could not disengage to protect the armor. The Germans, using the deadly panzerfaust (a one-shot rocket) disabled four of the tanks. To add to the attackers’ problems, a German assault gun unit, committed to meet the threat of Task Force Lovelady, had detrained at Aachen and was diverted to contend with Task Force Doan. It arrived on the scene in time to destroy several more tanks. Within an hour, the task force had lost ten Shermans, half of its complement.

Combat Command A, the parent of Task Force Doan, summoned reinforcements, two more platoons of tanks plus a battalion of infantrymen from the 26th Regiment. German gunners quickly trained their sights on the additions, but, under cover of darkness, both tanks and foot soldiers advanced without serious losses. A torrent of shells from the armor killed, wounded, or drove off the opposition at the village of Nuetheim, just beyond the first band of the Westwall. There the task force paused for the remainder of the night.

The modest successes achieved by the 3d Armored’s task forces were not replicated by infantry troops that attacked closer to Aachen. Two battalions of the 16th Infantry engaged in firefights around a series of roadblocks and coped with skillful delaying tactics by German units, which exacted a toll as they retreated.

Collins decided that, however tempting the jewel of Aachen, if he committed his forces to a drawn-out, house-to-house battle for the city, he might lose any opportunity to overrun the Westwall. Years later, he commented, “By this time we had a limitation on gasoline and a limitation on ammunition, and a serious question arose as to whether or not we would make our main effort to crack through the Siegfried defenses or to capture Aachen, which was just inside of my zone of action.

“I discussed it with [Maj. Gen.] Huebner [commander of the 1st Division], who urged that they go ahead to take the high ground overlooking the city.” Huebner observed Aachen from one of those heights and remarked that it would be a “hard nut to crack.” Collins ordered the 3d Armored, led by Maj. Gen. Maurice Rose, to press forward and breach both the Scharnhorst and Schill Lines, while the 1st and 9th Divisions’ advances protected the flanks. Still confident he could defeat anything the enemy cared to risk, Collins, in recognition of the logistical difficulties facing the First Army, directed that the advance should go no farther than the west bank of the Roer River.

Bypassing Aachen, the VII Corps struck out in a northeast vector toward the town of Stolberg and a corridor through the Scharnhorst and Schill defenses. At the same time, the deployment of the Americans threw a cordon around Aachen itself. For the attack, the 1st Division received the assignment of isolating Aachen and protecting the left flank of the 3d Armored plunging directly toward Stolberg with the ultimate goal of taking Eschweiler. The new plan focused attention on the right flank of the main thrust toward the Roer, the Monschau corridor, a four-mile-wide, seven-mile-long plateau extending northeast. The ridge was in the midst of the dense wooded preserve known as the Huertgen Forest, and it was lightly sprinkled with small towns and villages—Huertgen, Schmidt, Vossenack, Hamich, Kesternich—names that would become terribly familiar to American soldiers.

Collins chose the 9th Infantry Division, another veteran of the North Africa campaign and commanded by Maj. Gen. Louis A. Craig, to secure the Monschau corridor and the right flank of the tanks and armored infantry aimed at the Stolberg corridor. The 9th’s participation required a hasty move forward before it could enter the Huertgen Forest and the Monschau corridor. Once on the line, the 9th drew the difficult task of penetrating the Huertgen Forest, beyond which lay Düren, a city on the Roer.

Temporarily, the V Corps remained inactive except for a feint executed by the 5th Armored. The history of the division, Paths of Armor, notes, “V Corps ordered a show of strength to be made against the enemy’s border defenses. At three in the afternoon all of the division’s big guns, including the artillery pieces, tank and tank destroyer cannons poured out a thunderous barrage of steel that rocked the Siegfried fortifications. From Germany came no response.” Instructions for a genuine offensive by the V Corps, coordinated with that of its neighbors to the north, arrived late. It was not until that evening that the 5th Armored commenced a bona fide attack, with the mission to capture the high ground south of Mettendorf, more than five miles inside Germany.

Task Force Lovelady resumed its drive on 14 September and rolled more than four miles through the countryside until it neared the Vechte River, southwest of Stolberg. Night had fallen, and, although the Germans had demolished the local bridge, armored infantry crossed the stream, heedless of sporadic mortar bursts and brief spurts of small-arms fire, taking advantage of the low water. They seized a clutch of the dreaded 88mm guns after the frightened gun crews hid instead of manning their weapons. Engineers next began to construct a bridge to accommodate the tanks.

Further progress meant breaching the more formidable Schill band of fortifications. Fortunately for the 3d Armored GIs, the sector they attacked held a Landesschutzen battalion, the third-rate, hastily cobbled together defensive forces. Under pressure, these Germans abandoned their posts during the night. When the American tanks rattled across the newly built bridge on the Vechte, they encountered no fire from the deserted pillboxes. Within an hour, the first American tanks clanked past the Schill Line’s final bunkers. Task Force Lovelady had passed through both stretches of the Westwall.

The progress of Lovelady’s unit aided the efforts of Task Force Mills—Maj. Herbert Mills had assumed command after Colonel King was wounded. At Schmidthof, the enemy, in danger of being outflanked, retreated, allowing Mills’s armor to break through the Scharnhorst relatively unimpeded. But at the Vechte, Task Force Mills, instead of a reluctant Landesschutzen, met disciplined and determined Panzers whose four tanks and assault guns drove off the Americans.

Closer to Aachen, the 16th Infantry of the 1st Division broke through the Scharnhorst Line against token resistance, and when it took the high ground, the division surrounded the city on three sides. Karl Wolf, raised in Wethersfield, Connecticut, had entered the U.S. Military Academy as a classmate of John Beach in the summer of 1940. “I learned a lot at West Point about training and leadership that later came in handy during the war years,” said Wolf. “Also [the Academy] taught me to strive to be a perfectionist and the necessity of always checking on things and planning ahead in every small detail.” Following the attack on Pearl Harbor, classes at West Point accelerated, and Wolf graduated in three years. “With the war on, the big push among cadets was flying or joining the infantry. I failed the eye test for flying and then was determined to get into the infantry. Two of us were going to ask for the Marine Corps if we couldn’t get the infantry, [but] we didn’t have any problem getting into the infantry.”

Wolf attended the Basic Infantry Officers School for three months, before his posting to the 76th Infantry Division. “I kept trying to get assigned for overseas combat duty, although after three months with the division, I was promoted to first lieutenant. In April of 1944, the division had to ship most of the officers overseas as replacements and I got my wish.”

When Wolf reached England on 15 May, he was dispatched to the 3d Battalion of the 16th Infantry, 1st Division, preparing to assault Omaha Beach three weeks later. Because he came to the organization so late in the war, there was no time to integrate Wolf into a rifle company, so he headed for the beach aboard a landing craft packed with battalion staff personnel.

The boat let them off among the X-shaped steel girders designed to obstruct landing craft. The first few men ahead of Wolf were cut down by German machine guns, which stippled the waist-deep water. Wolf glimpsed two soldiers killed by the guns and floating away. When Wolf finally climbed onto the beach, he noticed that the men around him wore division patches of the 29th Infantry Division. The navy had landed his boat a thousand yards from its designated location.

With the senior officer killed, Wolf assembled about a dozen men and led them toward their assigned destination. Along the way he saw all of the horrors of D Day: a soldier with an entire leg split to the bone, the upper half of another body, men drowning because fifty pounds of equipment covered their flotation devices, and a half-track and its crew disappear in a single mighty explosion. Wolf later temporarily led a rifle company but returned to battalion staff duty, then in August became the executive officer of K Company.

The outfit participated in the offensive of 12–13 September, which hacked its way into the Siegfried Line. “The Germans had been routed in Belgium and had not had time to set up the defenses in the Siegfried Line. Some of the pillboxes were not even manned. The regiment then attempted to go south of Aachen and ran into a fanatic German defense of its first major city under ground attack. The Germans used heavy artillery and mortar fire, and a new German division had been brought in to defend Aachen.”

Wolf continued, “Our 1st Battalion had taken Münsterbusch and then had been ordered to advance on Stolberg. The battalion had lost 300 men in five days at that point. In Stolberg, which had been pretty well destroyed, the fighting was house to house. We came under fire directed from the German observation post on Crucifix Hill and the Verlautenheide Ridge. We held up our advance and dug in our positions.”

The 1st Division had secured the flank, enabling Combat Command A to renew its advance northeast toward Eschweiler. Another battalion of those ersatz German soldiers quickly fled their bunkers, and the objective for the tankers, Hill 228 in the Schill Line, seemed ready to fall.

Suddenly, from well-concealed positions, a bevy of German antitank guns erupted with a volley of projectiles that shattered six tanks. CCA’s commander, General Hickey, summoned reserves, including men from the 16th Infantry. After fierce exchanges, the Americans suppressed the resistance, and CCA tanks and armored infantry trundled beyond all but the final installations of the Schill Line.

By 15 September, the overall gains for the First Army offensive added up to a pair of narrow alleys through the Westwall. Although Hodges and Collins had agreed that the Stolberg-Eschweiler passage was their top priority and Aachen a matter for later attention, they kept their intentions somewhat disguised by an almost constant barrage of artillery fire into the city. General Shack, the German Seventh Army commander, nibbled at the bait, refusing to deploy the bulk of his 116th Panzer Division under von Schwerin to meet the threat in the Stolberg corridor.

At the start of the reconnaissance in force, four days earlier, Shack, persuaded that Aachen was in immediate jeopardy, ordered von Schwerin to take his understrength 116th Panzer Division and counterattack against the GIs of the 1st Infantry Division, now in the Aachen Municipal Forest, southwest of the city. In an embarrassing turnabout, von Schwerin, reluctantly accepting that Aachen would become a battleground, countermarched his troops to the city’s outskirts.

Inside Aachen, von Schwerin coped with near hysteria among the citizens, a state of panic fueled by the absence of civil authorities, including the police. A committee of residents pleaded with von Schwerin to create some sort of bureaucracy to deal with administration of Aachen. Even as he considered the request, a direct edict from Adolf Hitler via military channels directed the town be evacuated, by force if necessary. The general started the process, while the Nazi functionaries and police, who previously had departed, returned. They discovered the letter of surrender von Schwerin had written and insisted he be tried as a traitor by a party “people’s court.”

Von Schwerin obstinately declined to appear. He put his trust in his soldiers and behind a wall of troops armed with machine guns hid in a farmhouse, believing he would be needed once the battle for Aachen began. When he and his superiors at last realized that the American focus lay elsewhere, he presented himself at German Seventh Army headquarters to account for his actions. Field Marshal Karl Rudolph Gerd von Rundstedt interceded to ensure that his fellow officer faced a tribunal of his peers, rather than one of Nazi party regulars. Von Schwerin received only mild punishment, assignment to an officer pool, and eventually worked his way back to a top command in Italy.

On 16 September, the First Army’s VII Corps detected the unwelcome presence of the fresh, fully equipped, well-schooled Wehrmacht 12th Infantry Division. When the 3d Armored sought to renew its advance on 17 September, it collided with the newcomers and a stalemate ensued. A rain of American artillery pelted the 12th Division soldiers unmercifully, but the 3d Armored was too short of resources to continue.

South of the VII Corps, toward the Luxembourg border with Germany, the V Corps’s 4th Division, a regular army unit that had arrived on D Day at Utah Beach, also cracked into the Westwall. Lieutenant George Wilson was a replacement with Company E’s 2d Platoon, 22d Infantry Regiment. Wilson had not expected to find himself leading a platoon, because both the marines and navy had rejected him for poor eyesight. However, after the draft swept him from Michigan State, the college he attended on a football scholarship, the army was less fastidious. In fact, almost immediately after induction, he became a member of a special training group designated as probable fodder for Officers Candidate School (OCS).

Following completion of the OCS course, Wilson briefly served as a training officer and joined the 86th Division while it maneuvered through mud, rain, ice, and swamps in Louisiana before he and other officers shipped out as overseas replacements. On 12 July, Wilson, after several weeks behind the lines in France, rode in a truck to the headquarters of the 22d Infantry, the first 4th Division soldiers to wade onto Utah Beach.

Wilson’s introduction to the regimental commander, Col. Charles T. “Buck” Lanham, was hardly reassuring. “He was a small, wiry man who looked as tough as he was gruff. He wasted no time in scaring the hell out of us. He stated flatly that the German resistance was very stubborn, and our losses were extremely high. He explained how tough it was to cross a field with the Germans dug in behind every hedgerow. ‘As officers I expect you to lead your men. Men will follow a leader, and I expect my platoon leaders to be right up front. Losses could be very high. Use every skill you possess. If you survive your first battle, I’ll promote you. Good luck.’”

Fortunately for Wilson and other newcomers, there was some time for instruction and practice in the techniques to overcome the hedgerow defenses. He received his baptism of fire, like John Beach, after the massive aerial bombardment on 25 July that wrought death and destruction on both Americans and Germans in the Normandy breakout. “Just west of Saint-Lô,” wrote Wilson, “we came upon a dreadful sight. The destructive power of those thousands of five-hundred-pound bombs overwhelmed the senses. The dead from both sides lay twisted and torn, some half buried by overturned earth. Bloated cows with stiff legs thrust skyward in death lay everywhere, as did burned-out vehicles and blasted equipment. …

“When the order to move out had first come, my muscles had been taut with fear. After a while I realized that somehow my body was moving forward behind the tanks as my platoon took the lead. It seemed to me like the first few moments of a football game. As we advanced I began to feel my mind and body working together again—still very scared, but functioning.”

Within twenty-four hours, he had shot his first man, a German sergeant abandoning his blazing tank, underwent the trauma of seeing his own men killed and wounded, and earned a Silver Star. Exactly one month after his first day of combat, Lieutenant Wilson rode slowly through the crowded streets of Paris to a wild celebration by the citizens, some of them brandishing weapons they had allegedly used against the Germans. The 22d Regiment then continued its pursuit of the enemy, gobbling up fifty to sixty miles per day against light resistance until they approached the border and its Siegfried Line of pillboxes and other fortifications.

“Colonel Lanham,” said Wilson, “believed the best way to end the war quickly and save lives was to attack and attack. He also believed wholeheartedly that the boys of the 22d Infantry Regiment shared his spirit, that they could do the job if anyone could. The Siegfried Line was, to him, more an opportunity than an obstacle. He wanted his regiment to be the first Americans through the line, as they’d already been first across the border into Germany.” (According to the official records, that honor belonged to the patrol from the 5th Armored Division.)

According to Wilson, the tactics prescribed for overcoming the bunkers, which provided mutual protection through overlapping fields of fire, required a coordinated choreography. “The vulnerable part of the pillbox was its rear. The crossfire support did not reach back there, and all they had was some barbed wire and whatever rifles and machine guns could be transferred to the rear trenches. The trick was to get behind a pillbox quickly. …

“The tanks and TDs [tank destroyers] also were to come up to within 200 to 500 yards of the pillboxes and plaster them with direct cannon fire against their firing apertures and steel doors. Artillery would fire hundreds of rounds onto the same targets. Many of the Germans thus would be pinned down and occupied with their own safety, and, it was hoped, would not be very effective against us.

“For close support, right up beside a pillbox, the infantry had two deadly weapons, flamethrowers and satchel charges. The flamethrower was operated by one man with a tank strapped to his back. The flame from the hose was huge, but the man had to get within ten to twenty yards of his target. If he could get close enough to an aperture, he could blind or suffocate those inside the pillbox. Some of the enemy might also be set on fire.

“The satchel charge had a long fuse attached to twelve pounds of TNT, six pounds on each side of a saddlelike bag. If it could be set off in one of the pillbox openings, it would kill or stun anyone inside. With both weapons, a man had to get in very close. Dangerous work, but it really paid off. Either close-in weapon could finish off a pillbox—providing the attacker could stay alive long enough to use them.”

On 13 September, from positions around Saint-Vith, a Belgian town in the Ardennes, the regiment attacked and broke through, and it reached a position in the hills half a mile east of the Westwall near Sellerich. Lanham claimed that, given the go-ahead, the offensive could have been carried all the way to the Rhine. But the supply lines that stretched all the way back to Cherbourg could not feed the Allied war machine. Wilson learned later that the 4th Division possessed only enough gas to move each vehicle five miles, and only a day’s supply of ammunition was on hand. There were rumors that everything was being given to Patton’s Third Army, but, in fact, that organization also was starved for materials.

And despite Lanham’s belief, there was plenty of fight left in the enemy. Wilson and his cohorts watched as a battalion from another division jumped off to capture Sellerich. “At first everything went exactly by the book, as tank-infantry teams performed beautifully, wiping out pockets of Germans in their path. We could see every move and heard the continual clatter of
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