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In the memory of the men who drowned in that bloody surge, those who resisted it and to the special breed that seeks to prevent its reoccurrence.
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PREFACE

EARLY IN THE MORNING of December 16, 1944, as a winter-paled dawn reluctantly crept from its bed, a hilly, wooded section of land known as the Ardennes began to bleed again. Twice before in the past thirty years, this turf, largely belonging to Luxembourg and Belgium along the German border, had been the avenue for savage attack. Then it had been the native people who had bled. But now in December, American GI blood soaked the ground and hundreds of thousands of young Americans lost their innocence.

The attack by the forces of Nazi Germany swiftly pierced the U.S. defenses, creating a forty-mile-wide, sixty-mile-deep bulge in the U.S. lines. The Battle of the Bulge soon pitted 600,000 American soldiers and perhaps 50,000 British against the Third Reich’s 550,000. What made the Bulge special was that within the span of about a six-week campaign, it featured the major components of warfare, the double-edged sword of technology, the collection and use of intelligence, the best and worst of strategy and tactics, the products of military training and experience.

Most of all, the Battle of the Bulge put the man with the gun to the test. For all of the cataclysmic bloody violence, despite the enormous numbers involved, the 1944–45 war in the wintered-over Ardennes did not turn on precisely directed, massive encounters of tanks nor on confrontations of huge phalanxes of troops. When the generals and the commentators sought to describe the situation, they resorted to the word “fluid.” One brass hat’s “fluid” is another soldier’s military anarchy. Far more often than any commander would like to accept, the Battle of the Bulge broke down into an every man for himself.

Said then-Lt. Col. George Ruhlen, who commanded a field artillery unit, “The German attack timetable was fatally disrupted in the first four days of the Bulge, in numerous cases by squads, platoons, companies—and sometimes individual soldiers—who courageously and tenaciously held onto key terrain until killed, captured or forced to withdraw.”

Whether or not the outcome truly had been decided by the end of the fourth day—the hemorrhages of the Ardennes lasted well beyond four days—the story of the Bulge is largely one of individuals thrust into the crucible of war. Their experiences and their reactions offer revelations about heroism, the ability of humans to stand fast under the most fearful onslaughts, the capacity to endure terrible deprivation and horrors as well as the reversion to brutality, murder and massacres. And their attitudes add insights into the age-old question of why men have continued to allow themselves to be plunged into the crucible. Many of the Americans who found themselves on the line those first awful days in December were true innocents of war, fresh troops brought up before the expected final push that would lead to unconditional surrender.

The voices speaking here represent an infinitesimal portion of the more than one million men caught up in the war of the Ardennes. In no way are they intended to represent a scientific sampling. Furthermore, under the best of circumstances, eyewitnesses may distort occurrences, particularly as time tends to blur some memories. Personal biases and egos influence perceptions. And given the hugger-mugger quality of those awful moments in the winter of 1944–45, it is not possible to determine if every event described is factually exact. Nor is this a definitive or encyclopedic account delineating the activities of all who participated or an explanation of successes and failures.

Nevertheless, while conceding some limitations, the accounts of experiences and how those involved felt then and now offer vignettes of the America from which its soldiers sprang, the battlefield dynamics of World War II, behavior under fire, what the prisoner of war endured and what it means today to have been a GI during the Battle of the Bulge.


THE SOLDIERS

Americans

S. Sgt. Jack Agnew, Pathfinder, 506th Parachute Infantry Regiment, 101st Airborne Division

Pvt. Arnold Albero, Infantryman, Task Force Hogan, 3rd Armored Division

S. Sgt. Barney Alford, Section Chief, Battery A, 589th Field Artillery, 106th Division

Maj. Abe Baum, 10th Armored Infantry, 4th Armored Division, head of Task Force Baum

Pfc. Melvin Biddle, Co. B, 1st Battalion, 517th Parachute Combat Team

Pfc. Cy Blank, 492nd Armored Field Artillery Battalion, 11th Armored Division

1st Lt. Lyle Bouck, Intelligence & Reconnaissance Platoon, 395th Infantry Regiment, 99th Division

Lt. Col. William Boyle, CO, 1st Battalion, 517th Parachute Combat Team

M. Sgt. Clifford Broadwater, Antitank Co., 423rd Infantry Regiment, 106th Division

Pvt. James Buck, Court Reporter, Hq. Co., 106th Infantry Division

S. Sgt. Dick Byers, Forward Observer, 371st Field Artillery Battalion, 99th Division

Pfc. Carmen Capalbo, Infantryman, Co. A, 1st Battalion, 395th Infantry Regiment, 99th Division

T. Sgt. John Chernitsky, Antitank Co., 110th Infantry Regiment, 28th Division

S. Sgt. John Collins, Co. A, 81st Engineer Combat Battalion, 106th Division

T. Sgt. Joe Colmer, Co. F, 325th Glider Infantry Regiment, 82nd Airborne Division

S. Sgt. Francis Currey, Co. K, 120th Infantry Regiment, 30th Division

Maj. William Desobry, Combat Command B, 10th Armored Division

S. Sgt. Marcus Dillard, Co. M, 12th Infantry Regiment, 4th Division

Sgt. William Dunfee, Co. I, 505th Parachute Regiment, 82nd Airborne Division

Sgt. Glenn Fackler, Co. A, 38th Armored Infantry Battalion, 7th Armored Division

Pfc. Bob Hall, Ammunition & Pioneer Platoon, 3rd Battalion, 119th Infantry Regiment, 30th Division

Pfc. Philip Hannon, Co. A, 81st Engineer Combat Battalion, 106th Infantry Division

Sgt. Schuyler Jackson, Regimental Hq. Demolition Platoon, 502nd Parachute Infantry Regiment, 101st Airborne Division

1st Lt. Alan Jones, Jr., Hq. Co., 1st Battalion, 423rd Infantry Regiment, 106th Division

Capt. Charles La Chaussee, CO, Co. C, 517th Parachute Combat Team

S. Sgt. Leo Leisse, Ammunition & Pioneer Platoon, 3rd Battalion, 422nd Infantry Regiment, 106th Division

Capt. Charles MacDonald, CO, Co. I, 23rd Infantry Regiment, 2nd Division

Maj. Hal McCown, 2nd Battalion, 119th Infantry Regiment, 30th Division

Sgt. Richard McKee, Co. A, 422nd Infantry Regiment, 106th Division

S. Sgt. Curtiss Martell, Co. C, 119th Infantry Regiment, 30th Division

Pvt. Harry Martin, Co. L, 424th Infantry Regiment, 106th Division

1st Lt. Harry Mason, Co. D, 110th Infantry Regiment, 28th Division

Pvt. James Mattera, Battery B, 285th Field Artillery Observation Battalion

S. Sgt. William Merriken, Battery B, 285th Field Artillery Observation Battalion

Pvt. James Mills, Co. I, 423rd Infantry Regiment, 106th Division

1st Sgt. Ben Nawrocki, Co. B, 393rd Infantry Regiment, 99th Division

Cpl. Jerry Nelson, Co. C, 40th Tank Battalion, 7th Armored Division

1st Lt. Dee Paris, Co. A, 14th Tank Battalion, 9th Armored Division

Pvt. Frank Raila, Co. E, 423rd Infantry Regiment, 106th Division

Pfc. Alan Shapiro, Co. C., 346th Infantry Regiment, 87th Division

Capt. Glen Strange, Hq. Co., 27th Armored Infantry Battalion, 9th Armored Division

Capt. Wallace Swanson, CO, Co. A, 502nd Parachute Infantry Regiment, 101st Airborne Division

Pfc. William James Tsakanikas, Intelligence & Reconnaissance Platoon, 395th Infantry Regiment, 99th Division.

Cpl. Ed Uzemack, Co. B, 110th Infantry Regiment, 28th Division

Capt. Nathan Duke Ward, Hq. Co., 81st Engineer Combat Battalion, 106th Division

Pvt. Leonard Weinstein, Co. G, 325th Glider Infantry Regiment, 82nd Airborne Division

1st Lt. Eric Fisher Wood, Jr., Battery A, 589th Field Artillery Battalion, 106th Infantry Division

Germans

1st Lt. Horst Gresiak, 7 Company, 2nd SS Panzer Regiment

Cpl. Hans Hejny, 381st Armored Engineer Battalion, 2nd Panzer Division

Lt. Col. Friederich von der Heydte, CO, Operation Gryphon (Auk)

Lt. Col. Jochen Peiper, CO, Kampfgruppe Peiper, 1st SS Panzer Division

M. Sgt. Heinz Rohde, German infiltrator, part of Operation Greif

Pvt. Josef Schroder, 15th Company, 15th Regiment, 5th Parachute Division

Lt. Col. Otto Skorzeny, CO 150 Brigade, CO Operation Greif
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KEY TO THE U.S. FIRST ARMY SITUATION MAP NO. 2 (OVERLEAF), COVERING THE PERIOD OF DEC. 15-31, 1944. THIS MAP OFFERS A GUIDE TO WHERE THE SOLDIERS WERE DURING THE BATTLE OF THE BULGE.


	Philip Hannon, of the 81st Engineer Combat Battalion, was in the vicinity of Auw.

	Richard McKee, with the 422nd Infantry, was on the Schnee Eifel.

	John Collins, of the 81st Engineer Combat Battalion, fought in the futile defense of St. Vith on the Prumerberg. Also at that site was Nathan Duke Ward.

	Clifford Broadwater, with an antitank company, held a position near Bleialf.

	Harry Martin, of the 424th Infantry, defended the southern flank of the 106th Division.

	Frank Raila was part of an abortive effort to retake Schönberg.

	Alan Jones, like Raila, was a member of the 423rd Infantry on the Schnee Eifel.

	James Mills served with the 423rd.

	Leo Leisse hauled ammo for the 422nd Infantry.

	Carmen Capalbo was wounded as the 395th Infantry attacked toward the Roer.

	Ben Nawrocki of the 393rd Infantry was among the troops of the 99th Division driven back through Rocherath-Krinkelt, until a line could be established along Elsenborn Ridge.

	Lyle Bouck and Bill Tsakanikas, members of an Intelligence & Reconnaissance Platoon for the 395th Regiment, came under fire the first day, in front of Lanzerath.

	Dick Byers, as a forward observer with the 371st Field Artillery Battalion, began the Bulge near Hunningen and eventually retreated to Camp Elsenborn.

	John Chernitsky was training noncoms for the 28th Infantry Division at Wiltz when the breakthrough began.

	Ed Uzemack was a runner with the 110th Infantry Regiment of the 28th at Clervaux.

	Charles MacDonald and other troops from the 23rd Infantry Regiment, assigned to assault the Roer, rushed to defend against the breakthrough.

	Marcus Dillard, with the 12th Infantry Regiment, 4th Division, held out at Dickweiler.

	Jim Mattera and Bill Merriken, from the 285th Field Artillery Observation Battalion, survived the massacre just outside of Malmédy.

	Harry Mason commanded machine guns at Grindhausen for the 110th Infantry Regiment.

	Barney Alford and the 589th Field Artillery were to support the 422nd Infantry. Alford fell back through Schönberg and St. Vith to defend the Baraque de Fraiture crossroads (see No. 25).

	Eric Wood of the 589th escaped capture at Schönberg, fleeing into the woods near Meyerode.

	Frank Currey of the 30th Division’s 120th Infantry Regiment earned his Congressional Medal of Honor in the fighting on the outskirts of Malmédy.

	Curtiss Martell, from the 30th Division’s 119th Infantry Regiment, battled for Stoumont.

	Hal McCown and Bob Hall, from the 30th Division, became prisoners at La Gleize.

	Joe Colmer and Leonard Weinstein, with the 325th Glider Infantry, defended the intersection of Baraque de Fraiture.

	William Desobry, from the 10th Armored Division, tried to keep the route to Bastogne open at Noville.

	Glenn Fackler, from the 38th Armored Infantry Battalion, 7th Armored Division, was forced to retreat near St. Vith.

	Bill Dunfee, with the 505th Parachute Infantry, 82nd Airborne, blocked the enemy advance at the Salm River.

	Charles La Chaussee, from the 517th Airborne Combat Team, barely escaped entrapment at Freyneux. Later, he was wounded near Bergeval (see No. 38A).

	Melvin Biddle, from the 517th, received a Congressional Medal of Honor for feats between Soy and Hotton.

	Arnold Albero, with Task Force Hogan of the 3rd Armored Division, was surrounded at Marcouray before a Christmas night escape.

	Schuyler Jackson and Wallace Swanson came by truck, while Jack Agnew arrived by parachute on Dec. 23, to defend the encircled town of Bastogne.

	Jerry Nelson manned the gun as his tank from the 7th Armored Division’s 40th Tank Battalion wiped out three German tanks at Poteau.

	Glen Strange, of the 27th Armored Infantry Battalion, 9th Armored Division, turned the tables on his captors at Neubruck.

	Dee Paris of the 14th Tank Battalion, 9th Armored, blocked the enemy near Regne.

	Jim Buck, from the 106th Division headquarters at St. Vith, became lost, and may have met Eric Wood near Meyerode.

	Abe Baum led a small column from the 4th Armored Division into Bastogne via the Arlon road just before the Germans surrounded the town.

	Bill Boyle brought his 1st Battalion of the 517th Airborne into battle between Soy and Hotton and led a force including troops from the 75th Division, through which Task Force Hogan escaped capture. Boyle was wounded near Bergeval (38A).

	Alan Shapiro, with the 87th Division’s 346th Infantry, was part of the reinforcements shipped into the Ardennes from the south.

	Cy Blank, with the 11th Armored Division, swung up from Neufchateau around Bastogne towards Houffalize.

	Jochen Peiper launched his task force from Losheim. His route led him through Honsfeld (41A), Bullingen (41B), through Faymonville and Thirimont (41C), by Malmédy (41D), Ligneuville (42), Stavelot (41E) to La Gleize (41F).

	Otto Skorzeny stayed behind the lines for his Operation Greif but advanced to Ligneuville as his brigade tried to take Malmédy.

	Heinz Rohde, disguised as an American for Greif, reached the Meuse River at Huy.

	Friedrich von der Heydte parachuted into the Hohes Venn region as part of his ill-fated mission.

	Hans Hejny participated in the attack on Clervaux.

	Horst Gresiak led German panzers in a successful assault upon the Baraque de Fraiture defenders.

	Joseph Schroder was captured by U.S. 4th Armored troops at Bigonville.

	Three members of Greif were caught at Aywaille and subsequently executed.

	Charles Boggess commanded a tank column that smashed through German defenses along the road from Assenois to open a corridor into Bastogne.





. . . Things fall apart; the centre cannot hold;

    Mere anarchy is loosed upon the world,

The blood-dimmed tide is loosed, and everywhere

    The ceremony of innocence is drowned . . .

And what rough best, its hour come round at last,

    Slouches towards Bethlehem to be born?

—WILLIAM BUTLER YEATS
“The Second Coming”




Chapter I

THE INNOCENTS

PHIL HANNON, AGE TWENTY, had been assigned to the 81st Engineer Combat Battalion, part of the 106th Infantry Division. “I grew up in Ripon, Wisconsin, had a year at the University of Cincinnati when my family moved to College Park, Maryland. I transferred to the University of Maryland right there.

“We were all in the ROTC, and our commander told us that the unit was going to be called up and we might be better off if we enlisted while they would give us an option of the branch of service. I signed up for the engineers, since I had heard that they got to ride much more than the infantry. I took my basic training at Fort Belvoir, Virginia. It was very good, I think. I learned to handle a variety of weapons, the demolition trade using explosives, how to build bridges and roads.

“I hadn’t developed any great hatred of the enemy we supposedly were about to face. When I was in high school I knew we were working up to a warlike confrontation with the Germans. President [Franklin D.] Roosevelt was leaning to the British side and had gone out of his way to head the country towards the mess. As a result it had maybe come sooner but I’m not sure there was any way to avoid it. We were well on our way to getting into the war, it was a question of when.

“I was less aware of the problems with Japan. I remember in 1941, the year I graduated from high school, that our economics teacher remarked that he would be very surprised if we were not at war with Japan in six months. We looked at him astonished. What the hell was he talking about? All of our sights were on Europe where they were already fighting. When the Japanese then jumped us at Pearl Harbor, it was upsetting. The guys I knew always had more animosity towards the Japanese than the Germans.

“I heard that some civilians had a lot more feeling about the Germans than we did. In fact, there was a family in Ripon, of German background that supposedly was driven out of town by the local people.

“When the ASTP program (Army Specialized Training Program that sent soldiers to study on college campuses) opened up, I took placement exams at Georgetown. They put me in the advanced engineers’ course at the University of Maryland. There were only 200 of us in the course although the total number of ASTP men at Maryland was three or four thousand. Since we were a small, tightknit unit, we had a gorgeous time, particularly with my folks living right there. Girls had to sign out from their dormitories or sororities. Our house became a place where they could sleep over the weekend.

“I was not a very good student. All of my previous courses had been ones concerned with business. I had no background in chemistry, physics, calculus. Furthermore, I didn’t particularly want to be in college at the time. I wanted to be in the army and get things over with over there. My grades were so terrible I had to go before a review board to explain why I should not be thrown out. They asked me didn’t I like it there in college? Why wasn’t I doing the kind of work I was capable of? I had just met Jean and so I told them that I had met a girl with whom I was serious and that I was also distracted because my folks lived in College Park. They sort of accepted this as reasonable and figured I’d settle down now. They decided to let me stay, with a couple of remarks that my group wouldn’t be there much longer, anyway.

“When I got back to the others and told them what was ahead, the partying started in earnest. We had one great carousing time, every night. Half of us went to the 106th Division, and the rest I think to the 87th Division. In the 81st Engineers we participated in maneuvers in Tennessee for six weeks. I enjoyed it, even though it was nasty and cold. To prepare us for any eventuality, including shipment to the Philippines, we even had to use our mosquito nets during a snowstorm.

“Our outfit stayed intact, but they gutted the infantry regiments in the summer [after D-Day and the breakout in France]. They stripped them of maybe two thirds of their best trained guys and replaced them with newly drafted guys who had just completed their basic training.

“From Tennessee we had gone to Camp Atterbury, Indiana, and then to Miles Standish in Massachusetts in preparation for shipping out to Europe. At Miles Standish, an officer stood up and announced, ‘Every other one of you will either be wounded or killed.’ We just turned to the GI next to us and said, ‘That’s tough shit for you, fella.’

“We were eighteen-, nineteen-, twenty-year-old kids. None of us could believe anything that bad could happen to us. At most we thought of the million-dollar wound, getting hit in the leg and being sent home as a hero.”

*    *    *

On November 10, 1944, S. Sgt. John Collins from A Company of the 81st Engineer Combat Battalion, the same unit in which Phil Hannon served, sailed for Europe aboard the U.S.S. Wakefield. Collins grew up in an orphanage in Kansas City, Missouri. Although he had served in the National Guard from 1938 to 1940, squeezing in a year of college to boot, the Merchant Marine rejected him as physically unfit. The draft swept him up in 1942 when he was twenty-five years old and sent him to Fort Jackson and the combat engineers.

When the Wakefield docked, GI trucks hauled the troops to the small town of Blockely, about ninety miles north of London. It was the third week in November. He jotted down a present tense journal.

“We are about three quarters of a mile from the mess hall, located near the center of the town. The town is funny looking. It’s all crammed together with very narrow streets. We try out the ‘Pubs’ but none of us can take the bitters (warm beer or ale) or the cider (extremely sour). No dancing or singing in their Pubs. I did not see a woman in any of the Pubs. I like the USA style. We hike every morning. Then we clean equipment, clean our barracks, etc. The equipment [rifles, carbines and other gear made of metal] is packed with cosmoline [grease] and very hard to remove. It rains most of the time.

“Thanksgiving day!! Everyone agrees that we should be thankful we are Americans after a feast like we just had! Turkey, mashed potatoes, peas, carrots, coffee, bread, butter, sugar, cream, pumpkin pie and candy. My best dessert was a letter from home. My new son was born 6 Oct. and due to the intercession of Lt. Rutledge I had received a three-day pass. When I returned, my barracks bag was outside in formation with the rest of the platoon as we were loading for Miles Standish near Boston.”

The day after Thanksgiving, the 81st prepared for transport to the mainland. “Trucks and mobile equipment is all new and everything seems to be smoothing out. The men’s spirit is exceedingly high. A great bunch to be with.

“Thursday was Pearl Harbor day. A few of us talk about it, but it seems so distant and so long ago. We slept in the truck for these two days so our blankets could dry and because it was continually raining. Miserable sleeping but dry! Left Friday in convoy travelling across Belgium. Nearly all the towns are destroyed but we were welcomed by everyone we met.

“On December 10, I was in an advance party to Auw. Our unit is replacing the 2nd Division engineers at Auw. Their lieutenant showed us around and we found where to place our platoons and equipment. We understand that our division is to cover a front line of approximately 25 miles. We will be very thin. We were made welcome by the enemy with a couple of rounds from their 88s.

“The snow is fairly deep in places and the ground is frozen, making digging very difficult. The 2nd Division is moving out and banter is going back and forth between the troops. The front is very quiet. The infantry troops are deployed just below this ridge [the Schnee Eifel] and we are just below the troops. It is also known as the Ardennes Forest. In any other movie it would be a beautiful place.

“Auw is a small town of about 600 (pre-war) people. It is almost on a hill with a valley between it and the front which is about three miles. Once in a while we can hear rifle fire at night. The weather is sloppy, cold and snow about one foot deep or more, depending where you are. Lt. Woerner, Smitty, the jeep driver, Stanley, the toolkeeper, and myself stay with a German family of eight—five girls, ages 6 to 28, a lad of 12, their uncle and their mother. One tot was killed a few weeks previously by shelling. They seem aloof but that could be because of the language. At night, the Lt. and myself sleep between sheets—compliments of the German family.

“December 13 and 14 we are still working on repairing and building roads for the 422nd Regiment. The morale is very high and the men are having fun, so it seems. Pvt. Suckow wants to carry five rounds for shooting deer. Pvt. Skaggs stated he mistook a cow for a deer and shot it. It is against our policy to use other people’s stock for beef or shoot one. However, it had been done, but Skaggs knows what a deer looks like since he hunts them in Missouri where he hails from. How could one mistake a black and white Holstein cow for a deer?”

*    *    *

Three months after his eighteenth birthday, little more than a year after Pearl Harbor, on December 11, 1942, Richard McKee, a high-school grad from Akron, Ohio, volunteered for the army with the necessary signed consent forms by his parents.

“I enlisted in the Coast Artillery because my father George McKee had served in the Coast Artillery during World War I. I left Camp Perry, Ohio, for H Battery, Provisional Training Battalion at Fort Screven, Georgia, located on Tybee Island at Savannah. Two weeks later I spent my first army Christmas on KP. I also had KP on New Year’s Eve. In May, 1944, after completing NCO School, attending gas training courses for coast artillery noncoms, I volunteered to transfer into the infantry. I was sent to Camp Atterbury to join the 106th Infantry Division. I qualified as an expert rifleman with an M-1 and became an assistant squad leader, 3rd Platoon, Company A, 422 Regiment.

“We sailed from New York on October 20, 1944. I was seasick before we even got out of the harbor. At our Fairford, England, camp, we were billeted in metal Quonset huts. We spent many hours in training marches over the hilly countryside while here. There was little physical evidence of the war. We did get a few passes into the city of Oxford. We took a train into the town, which was always filled with soldiers. There were only a couple of places to hang out. Most of the time was spent walking up and down the streets and having a few beers.

“Before a four-day furlough to London, our platoon took up a collection to purchase a radio so we could listen to the Glenn Miller band. After looking all over London, we finally found one in a little shop on one of the side streets near Piccadilly Square.

“On December 1 after a very rough crossing of the English Channel we arrived at Le Havre, France. We debarked from the ship on unsteady LCIs. Le Havre had been leveled to the ground during the invasion. There was little left standing. As we walked up the long steep hill out of Le Havre, we carried everything; full field packs, rifles, ammunition, gas masks, knives and grenades. We marched twelve miles to board trucks during a heavy downpour.

“We spent six days, from December 1 to December 7, near St. Laurient, France. We lived in pup tents in mud and rain. It rained at least once a day every day we were there. Our mess sergeant Bob Richardson was an excellent cook who had worked at the Court House View Cafe in Rochester, Indiana, before he enlisted in the Coast Artillery with me. He always saw that I had plenty to eat.

“We left that camp in trucks on the ‘Red Ball Express’ [an army quartermaster transport outfit largely composed of African-Americans]. The sight of miles and miles of destroyed German war material burned and dumped into the ditches gave us some indication that we were changing from training to the real thing.

“We began to sense the war in the faces of the old women and men as our convoy moved through the gloomy forests around Malmédy and St. Vith, Belgium. Bastogne was just another town as we moved on, jammed together like sardines in a can.

“Cold, soaked and frozen, no change of warm clothing was available because our barracks bags had not caught up to us. But, we fell from the trucks and took over, man for man, gun for gun from the troops of the 2nd Division. Our destination, which we reached on December 8, was an area in the Ardennes along the top of the Schnee Eifel twelve miles east of St. Vith near Schönberg.”

The Schnee Eifel [snow mountain], mentioned by both Collins and McKee, consisted of a steep, thickly wooded half-mile-high ridge extended on a rough north-south line. A chunk of the West Wall, the German fortifications designed to bar invasion of the Vaterland, ran along the Schnee Eifel.

*    *    *

Pvt. Harry Martin, Jr., Company L, 424th Infantry Regiment, a soldier uncomfortable with authority, followed a bumpy military career before he arrived in the Ardennes. He was painfully shy, a child born out of wedlock, although his father after leaving town returned eventually to marry his mother. He describes himself as both physically and mentally abused in his early years. The death of his mother when he was only seven traumatized him; his father’s difficulties as a compulsive gambler who rarely held a job further damaged his self-esteem.

Growing up in Plainfield, New Jersey, Martin watched newsreels in the movie theaters that showed the Japanese invasion of China, the bombing of cities and soldiers bayoneting civilians. The last image particularly horrified him. He says he can still see Neville Chamberlain, the British prime minister, returning home to proclaim, “Peace in our time.” But as a twelve-year-old kid he believes he recognized Chamberlain as “weak and pathetic. I thought war was inevitable; just a question of Hitler choosing where and when.”

With the coming of the first peacetime draft in U.S. history, Martin saw the clips in the theaters where American soldiers trained with broomsticks while awaiting the production of genuine rifles. When Pearl Harbor came, Martin listened on the radio to his favorite commentator, Gabriel Heatter, an early devotee of the happy-talk approach, who almost inevitably opened his broadcasts with “Yes, there’s good news tonight.”

Martin was anxious to sign up once the U.S. entered the war. “Every time we had assembly in high school we sang the songs, ‘The Caissons Go Rolling Along,’ ‘Anchors Aweigh’ and ‘The Marine Hymn,’ which was the most stirring of all. I hated school and was anxious to be inducted so someone else would make future decisions for me.”

But when he went for his physical along with others from his North Plainfield High class, he nearly flunked the eye examination after the examiners discovered he was practically blind in his left eye and glasses did not correct his vision. When the doctor stamped his papers “Insufficient Vision,” Martin despaired. He thought of his ancestral history that recorded family members in the Civil War, the Spanish-American War and his father in the American Expeditionary Forces in France during World War I.

To his delight, in spite of the physician’s notation, he was accepted, albeit with the classification of “Limited Service.” In army parlance that meant he would not be assigned to combat duty. However, he quickly discovered that the army was not the answer to his emotional problems.

“It was not long before I wanted to go home. I was afraid of everyone and everything. I was a typical Caspar Milquetoast, the fictional character the ‘Sad Sack.’ Oddly enough, hortatory letters from his father and warmer ones from his sister helped him persevere. And he also liked army chow, ‘which was much better than what we had been getting at home, especially the meat which we could not afford often.”

During basic training designed to mold him into a military policeman, he flopped dismally when he first tried to qualify as a rifleman. For five weeks, after supper and on Sundays, Martin received extra instruction. Over and over, noncoms drummed the phrase “Squeeze the trigger” into his head. He finally scored well enough on the range to achieve the middle level of proficiency, “Sharpshooter.”

One day, a corporal dressed him down for failing to perform housekeeping duties around the barracks. Martin, having been given extra duties that exempted him from these tasks, lost control of his temper. As much to his own surprise as that of the noncom, he raged defiance. From then on, Martin says he no longer blindly accepted authority. In succeeding days, he increasingly voiced his opinions, no matter how exalted the person issuing the orders. He learned to drink excessively, chased women, went AWOL, goofed off while guarding prisoners and earned a reputation as a troublemaker.

But Martin was bored with his life and outraged by what he considered the pampering of the prisoners who refused to work if the temperature fell below a certain level and who insisted on a holiday to celebrate Hitler’s birthday. When a notice on the bulletin board asked for infantry volunteers, Martin signed up.

He became a member of Company L, 424th Infantry Regiment, 106th Division. Forced to requalify as a rifleman, Martin shot so well he was upgraded to “Expert.” However, he discovered infantry life even more unpalatable than his previous experience. He continued to rebel, goofing off, challenging orders and embarking on another absence without official leave. When he returned from his illicit holiday, he escaped a court-martial only because the 106th was now ticketed for overseas shipment.

There was, however, a final physical examination. At issue was his “Limited Service” classification. Aside from Martin’s bad vision, what else was wrong with him? inquired the doctor. He explained, “My orders are to release only those who have two or more things wrong with them.”

“He almost put words in my mouth. He said, ‘Just tell me one other disability that you have and I will release you from the infantry.’ He was definitely on my side and I was moments away from getting out of the infantry, which I wanted so much. I just could not give him the answer he was looking for. I think I felt guilty about leaving the men I had trained with for the last four months. The men of the 3rd Squad were the best there was. I guess I really did not want to leave them.”

In England, talk among the members of the 3rd Squad focused on what lay ahead. “We all had to deal with our fears. One man in our platoon dealt with his by telling everyone he was absolutely certain that he would be killed. We would try to talk him out of it but that only made his conviction stronger.

“In the pubs we saw American soldiers wearing the Combat Infantryman’s Badge, the Purple Heart and campaign ribbons. We looked at them with awe and thought, ‘Look, there is a soldier who went through combat and survived.’ We talked with them and asked what it was like. But none of them offered advice or told us what combat was like. It was as if there were no way to explain it. You sensed that they did not really want to talk about it.

“The one thing that scared me most was the thought of being run through with a German bayonet. The thought of that long steel blade going through my body was bad enough, but the worst part would be when he would violently withdraw the bayonet, taking my guts out. I would be left to die an agonizing slow death.”

About six weeks after he arrived in England, Harry L. Martin, Jr., a soldier restricted to “Limited Duty,” moved into a position formerly occupied by the 2nd Division, facing the Siegfried Line, inside the German border. He had been cheered by the report from his sergeant that this was a quiet sector where combat troops were sent to rest and “green troops like us were gradually broken in. There had been no real activity in this area for nearly three months. In this quiet sector, we would earn our Combat Infantryman’s Badges and receive periodic passes to Paris. We felt we were lucky to be there.”

*    *    *

Clifford Broadwater received his form letter that began, “From the President of the United States, Greetings,” via the Selective Service Board in Washington, D.C., almost a year before Pearl Harbor, as the country began its first ever peacetime draft for military service.

Broadwater, an employee of the Retirement Division of the U.S. Civil Service Commission, entered an army desperately struggling to cope with the influx of rookies while maintaining some of its older graces.

“After a couple of days at Camp Lee, Virginia. where we were issued uniforms and equipment, attended a few training lectures and did some close order drill, we were loaded on a troop train. It had Pullman cars with upper and lower berths for sleeping at night, and Negro porters to make the beds for us. Soldiers had to sleep double in the lower berths and single in the uppers.

“We arrived in El Paso in the wee hours of the morning, just before daylight and unloaded to the sounds of martial music. The regimental band was there to greet us. Loaded into trucks, we rode to an area at Fort Bliss designated as the Anti-Aircraft Artillery Recruitment Training Center.”

The Fort Bliss that now housed Broadwater was rapidly expanding. The desert had just been bulldozed level, streets laid out, a mess hall erected and tents pitched. Broadwater and his comrades lived in sixteen-foot-square tents that held six men. They spent several days plucking stones “the size of our fists or smaller” from the pathways and parade grounds.

Between calisthenics, lectures or films, close order drill and training exercises, the men changed uniforms several times each day. The pay was twenty-one dollars a month with a nominal fee charged for clothes laundered by the quartermaster corps. The monotony of close order drill was relieved by the presence of the regimental band, blaring out marches that helped the recruits pick up the proper cadence.

Broadwater went through the drudgery of a three-day tour of kitchen police, did a stint with a 75-mm gun battery, worked in the supply room and at the motor pool.

“Then came December 7, 1941. I remember that Sunday, some time after lunch a number of us were playing volleyball in the street between the tents. When word came that Japan had attacked Pearl Harbor, the volleyball game sort of faded out. Active service was supposed to be for one year. We had started to make plans for what we would do after we got out of the army. Now everything was changed to an infinite tour of duty.

“Martha Coble of Jay, Oklahoma, and I had been engaged for quite some time and had tentative plans to be married after I got out of the army. Now I wrote to Martha and asked her if her mother would permit it, would she like to come to El Paso for a while.

“I sent her the money for the bus ticket. I met her at the bus depot and she said later that she had been wondering what sort of a greeting I would have, whether I would hug and smooch her or what. She says I shook her hand. I don’t have a clear memory, but the shy, bashful country boy that I was, with dozens of other soldiers around, that seems likely.

“I took her to the Guest House at the training center and engaged a room for her. There I did smooch her; I remember that clearly and told her that if she was willing, we could get married while she was there. When she said yes, I made plans for the wedding.

“I had given this some thought and preparation. There had been military restrictions on soldiers getting married, so I had played it safe and asked my battery commander for a written, signed permission to marry. I had already bought her an engagement ring in Washington, D.C., that cost $35.00 and the wedding ring came to about $15. The wedding was held in the living room of some friends I had made in El Paso. I got two three-day passes with a four-day furlough between them to cover the time Martha was at Fort Bliss and our honeymoon.

“Someone suggested a trip to Carlsbad Caverns [New Mexico] and we borrowed a Buick from one of the sergeants. His requirements were that I be responsible for the car and we take his nine-year-old son along. With three of the other fellows, we became a party of six.”

Following his honeymoon, Broadwater and his fellow GIs shipped out to Bermuda to furnish antiaircraft defenses. It was early in 1942 and Bermuda was classified as a war zone. Panicky authorities absurdly worried the enemy might seize the island. Broadwater was issued a Browning Automatic Rifle (BAR) with live ammunition. His assignment was to defend headquarters if it came under attack. Others from the antiaircraft battery manned machine guns from foxholes dug on the beaches.

The hastily thrown up barracks lacked heat and fresh water. The men showered in cold, salt water until the army improved conditions. Gradually, the atmosphere became more relaxed; there was time for picnics on the beaches, bicycle trips around the island and swimming.

After a year, the authorities decided no real threat to Bermuda existed and Broadwater, who had advanced to the rank of sergeant major, returned to Fort Bliss as part of the permanent cadre. He found a place in town for his wife, Martha. However, in June of 1944, the top brass concluded that fewer antiaircraft units were needed. Broadwater received orders transferring him to the 106th Infantry Division, now stationed at Camp Atterbury, Indiana.

“There I was, a master sergeant from antiaircraft artillery serving in the infantry, assigned to an antitank company of the 423rd Infantry Regiment. I was excess rank, maybe excess person, and was to help 1st Sgt. Floyd Jesson with paperwork and details in his office.

“I trained with an antitank squad under a corporal and a sergeant. We had a 57-mm antitank gun which fired a cartridge weighing about 12 1/2 pounds. The fired projectile had a muzzle velocity of 3,000 feet per second with an effective range of maybe 500 yards. On the firing range you could stand behind the gun and see the course of the shell. Supposedly, it could penetrate four or five inches of armor plate. The German tanks had as much as seven inches of armor plate. But the gun was capable of knocking off a track and disabling a tank.”

Broadwater shared one last furlough with Martha before he entrained to the staging area for the 106th Division at Camp Miles Standish. “We went to New York and loaded on the Queen Mary with all of our men, all of our equipment, trucks and guns included. There must have been 16,000 men on the ship.” [While the Queen Mary was probably carrying approximately that many troops, some units of the 106th sailed aboard the Aquitania and the Wakefield.]

“I was on the fourth deck down. There was a large open area with a row of steel-pipe posts set just far enough apart for the length of a bunk. The steel-frame bunks had hinges and a canvas stretched over the frame to sleep on. The bunks were five tiers high and on the other side of the posts were another five bunks. There was a narrow aisle and during the day the bunks were lifted up on their hinges and tied to the posts to make space on the deck. Above the bunks were slatted platforms where we stored baggage.”

Broadwater squeezed in a three-day pass to see the sights, London Bridge, the Tower of London, the changing of the guard. But along with Phil Hannon, Richard McKee and the remainder of the 106th, he soon found himself rolling over the Red Ball Highway, bound for the Ardennes.

“We moved in the positions and foxholes occupied by the 2nd Division. This was a ‘quiet sector’ and little action was expected. Our antitank company headquarters moved into a three-story duplex building in Bleialf, Germany. We had beds to sleep in.

“My watch post was at a window on the second story. My two-hour shift was in the middle of the night. A fellow I relieved said, ‘See that tree out there? After a while it will go over and speak to the corner of the house.’ One night one of the sentries was sure he had Germans coming in, so he fired away. Next morning they found a dead rabbit and a dead goat out there.”

*    *    *

Alan Jones, Jr., traveled a different path to reach the Ardennes as a member of the 106th Division. “I was an army brat. My father, Alan Jones, Sr., was regular army, although not a graduate of West Point. I was born in the Philippines, where I’ve never been back, but we lived all over. I attended a different high school every year, finally graduating in Washington, D.C.

“World affairs were a regular topic at the dinner table and I was very much aware of what was happening in Europe. Since my father was in the army, naturally there was a lot of talk about the state of the military. It was in awful shape, particularly the army. There had been so little spent on it that my father spent seventeen years in grade as a captain. In fact, my future father-in-law, a graduate of West Point, was a lieutenant for fifteen years.

“Still, the only thing I ever wanted was a military career. But I had graduated at seventeen, too young to enter the Academy. Furthermore, I couldn’t pass the eye test. So I went to the University of Hawaii for a year and did exercises to strengthen my eyes.

“I entered West Point in 1940 in what was to be the first of a series of three-year classes [a consequence of the war in Europe that began in 1939]. I think I was well trained during my time at the Point. When I received my commission, I took a basic officer’s course at Fort Benning [Georgia], then became a platoon leader in the 42nd Division.

“The word was that they were not going overseas but I knew from my dad, who had been the CO since its activation, that the 106th was bound for Europe. I wangled a transfer to the 106th in July of 1944. I don’t think there was anything wrong with joining the division commanded by my father. He didn’t like the idea, but he didn’t oppose it either. It was my choice.

“They cleaned us out in August. We lost our cadre, and we had to scramble to get the troops through maneuvers and teach the replacements how to handle themselves. We received a lot of men from the ASTP. They were smarter than the average troops, mostly under twenty-five, and physically fit. But they were untrained in infantry tactics. [The official figures show that the 106th lost 3,145 men in April, 877 in May, 331 through June and July and then 2,894 in August.] I had been made S–3 for the 1st Battalion of the 423rd Infantry Regiment, which made me responsible for plans and operations.

“We got to England in November. We had about a month there and we could only engage in basic stuff, physical conditioning with a lot of road marches, firing small arms and rezeroing weapons. The weather interfered with much of the range work. Other than that we conducted classes in first aid, map reading and similar exercises.

“In the Ardennes, we relieved elements of the 38th Infantry Regiment, part of the 2nd Division. Along with a few others I went up five days before the rest of the battalion. We exchanged range cards [data for weapons and fixed points] and they told us what it was like. The troops deployed in dugouts that had been covered with logs for protection against overhead artillery bursts. The battalion command post and company headquarters occupied pillboxes that had been part of the German defensive system, the Siegfried line or West Wall.

“There was some snow atop the logs over the dugouts but it was not that cold. I wore a field jacket when I moved around to the different companies in the battalion.

“We were led to believe that this was a quiet area. We thought of it as a place where we would have combat training, learn to use patrols and become accustomed to a combat zone. We used much of our time to calibrate our radios and check all of our guns.

“Our major concern was to readjust some of our defensive positions. While the switch with the 2nd Division was on a man for man, gun for gun basis [at dug-in emplacements for everything from machine guns to artillery pieces, the newly arrived troops swapped their equipment for that of the units they relieved], the 2nd Division was a battle-seasoned outfit. They had accumulated many weapons not formally listed in the table of organization. As a result, they had a helluva lot more machine guns than we did. With fewer guns, our weapons did not conform to the kind of defensive arrangement that the 38th Regiment had.

“We were aware of some enemy activity. We could hear trains in the vicinity of Prüm [a town several miles behind the German lines]. Our patrols reported one or two sightings of isolated tanks but we did not notice any increase in enemy patrols. We reckoned some unusual activity on the other side, but we had no concern for any massive attack.

“We could see the enemy in the distance and they could see us. Actually, they occupied other parts of the Siegfried line. There was a little bit of fire, sporadic rounds of artillery. We knew this was now serious business and you felt you had to sort of tiptoe around.

“Still, the word was this was a quiet area, it was our first experience on the line. People were a little uptight. We didn’t know what it was going to be like.”

*    *    *

Leo Leisse, a native of St. Louis, enlisted at the advanced age of thirty-three. “I wanted to be with my brother Robert, fourteen years younger, who had received his welcome from FDR on his nineteenth birthday. I started at Fort Jackson, South Carolina, with the 106th Division, which had just been activated. When I was on the rifle range, some guys warned me that if I qualified as an Expert, I’d be made a sniper, and that would be dangerous. But I was determined to do the best and got an Expert medal, which I prefer over the Combat Infantryman Badge because I had to earn the Expert medal, while just being there brought you a CIB.

“Our original cadre of noncoms and officers were very good but after they took away many of them to be replacements, we had mostly ninety-day wonders as officers when we went overseas. While at Miles Standish, one of my men tried dropping a large stone on his foot to avoid shipping out. He didn’t hurt himself that badly but Colonel Bloom, the medical doctor for the regiment, ordered him left behind as unreliable.”

Leisse was old enough not to look forward to combat. “I didn’t think much about being killed, wounded or taken prisoner but I hoped everything would be over before we had to go.” It was not and S. Sgt. Leo Leisse with an Ammunition and Pioneer Platoon for the 422nd Regiment reached the Ardennes along with the others from the 106th Division.

*    *    *

Frank Raila of Chicago, in contrast to Leo Leisse, had hardly passed his eighteenth birthday before being summoned to arms late in 1943. Son of a mailman and grocery checkout clerk, at the time the draft board selected him, Raila had finished high school and attended junior college for a few months. During the summer months he worked in a Studebaker factory which made engines for airplanes.

“I followed events in Europe, the stories about Hitler and his so-called master race. I was also aware of the situation in the Pacific. All of my peers knew about Hitler, the havoc of the war, his ruthlessness and the misery he inflicted upon people like the Jews. Some classmates left high school to enter service. When they came back, they had many stories to tell their friends. I knew sooner or later I’d be in the war.”

After basic training and assignment to the 423rd Infantry Regiment’s Company E at Camp Atterbury, Private Raila became a member of a .30-caliber, light machine gun squad. Following arrival in the Ardennes, he spent his first night in a hut, then moved into a tent erected at a spot where he cleared away the snow. “We used pine boughs to prop up the tent and pine needles to lie on. It gave reasonably good shelter and I lived that way for another three or four days. It was so cold, that only the roads where the tanks and trucks traveled were wet and slushy. Everything else was snow and frozen. I don’t recall any hot food for us after we left England. After the stay in tents, we lived in the open.”

Raila had little contact with the officers. With the exception of a lieutenant who received his Bronze Star while at Atterbury for bravery in Africa and seemed combat-wise, the others failed to impress the young soldier. “I thought they knew what they were doing, but they did not inform us of anything. We never were told where we were except somewhere in the mountainous part of Luxembourg and Belgium. We weren’t told whom we replaced or that we were on the Schnee Eifel. They didn’t seem to believe in communicating with the lowly dogfaces.

“I had contempt for the captain of my company when I saw he dug his foxhole next to the one of the captain from another company. Both appeared to lack leadership. They stuck together while we milled around without any direction. It seemed to me they should have been out directing us, advising us, encouraging us.”

Things seemed quiet for the first week but then a mortar round blew the head off a major. “I didn’t see it happen but news like that went around like wildfire. I dealt with my stress by recalling my home, my mother, father, sisters and my mother’s family.”

*    *    *

Jim Mills, born in November 1925, was raised by his grandparents in Des Moines, Iowa. When Mills reached his thirteenth birthday, his carpenter grandfather died and the family depended upon welfare, known as “relief” during the Depression days.

“I didn’t pay a whole lot of attention to the war when I was in high school. We didn’t take the newspaper for money reasons. I seldom went to the movies where there were newsreels. Mostly I heard about events on the radio and the only talk at home was about who was going into service, who had been killed.

“I turned eighteen in 1943 and three months later I was drafted, without even graduating from high school. Later, I received some credits for basic training to fulfill my high school requirements and was awarded a diploma after the War, in August 1945.

“After basic training at Camp Fannin, Texas, I joined the 106th Division at Camp Atterbury, where we were given additional instruction, spending two weeks in the field, two in barracks. I was not turned into a Rambo but I felt like I was a good soldier who could do what was required of me in combat. Hitler and his soldiers were running over everybody and it wouldn’t be long before he would try to take the U.S. I thought we were good enough to beat the Germans and that I was with a good bunch of men.”

Mills was assigned to Company I, 1st Platoon, 3rd Squad, 423rd Infantry Regiment. He had been trained to use the M-1 (Garand rifle issued to infantrymen), BAR, machine gun, bazooka, mortar, bangalore torpedo, flame thrower, plastic explosives and grenades. He was named assistant BAR man for the squad, which meant he carried ammunition and was expected to use the weapon if the GI designated as BAR man became incapacitated.

“Our company commander was a West Pointer and as GI as they come. We stood inspection every night in Atterbury and that was kind of a joke with the neighboring companies. But the captain did his best to see we were good soldiers.”

Company I entered its Ardennes positions on December 8, occupying dugouts constructed by the troops it replaced. “These dugouts were made of logs, mostly underground, and mounded over with dirt. Each dugout held several men with bunks for sleeping and a potbellied heating unit. One corner of the dugout had gun or vision ports on both sides of the corner where we took turns all night keeping a lookout for German patrols or whatever. There was a blanket hung behind the lookout to close out light so we could see better and no light could escape, revealing our position.

“We did not know at the time but we were atop the Schnee Eifel. There was a valley in front of us and similar mountains across the valley facing us. There were firebreaks through the pines on both mountains.

“We were served hot meals from a chow line set up between two trees, fairly close to the firebreak. We were green troops and the front in our area seemed quiet until men started to line up across the firebreak to get chow. About the second time this happened, a German tank pulled out into the firebreak on the opposite mountain. A few well placed shots messed up our chow line and prevented any further careless crossing of the firebreak.

“Cans were strung out on wires well in front of the dugout to pick up movements of German patrols trying to get through our lines. Too much shooting from any one dugout gave away its position in the dark and drew return fire.

“[One day] Captain Moe, the CO of Company I, ordered 2nd Lieutenant Blodgett, 1st Platoon leader, to take a patrol during daylight hours to see where the Germans were and see if we could obtain any information. The patrol was made up of Blodgett, Sgt. Elmer Shipman, Pfc. Robert Widdicombe and myself. There was snow on the ground and we were in olive drab uniforms so we used tree cover as much as possible.

“We got almost to the crest of the opposite mountain. There were mounds of dirt and straw with dummy poles stuck in the side to look like gun emplacements. As we got close to these dummy gun emplacements, we were spotted and drew small arms fire.

“We immediately started to withdraw and Lieutenant Blodgett instructed us to get out of the woods. We started walking through a snow-covered clearing near another woods, back deeper in no man’s land. As we were crossing the clearing, mortar shells began coming down all over the woods we had just left. Meanwhile, the woods were booby-trapped. The lieutenant saw wires just under the snow and grenades tied to the trees on each side. We followed our footsteps and returned safely to our lines.

“I was on guard in our dugout at 5:30 A.M. on the morning of December 16, 1944, when all hell broke loose. For a minute I thought the world was coming to an end.”


Chapter II

CHECKERBOARDS, INDIAN HEADS AND THE BLOODY BUCKET

As NEWCOMERS TO THE former German West Wall in the Ardennes, the 106th Division occupied a jagged strip of territory roughly twenty-eight miles in length. Those in charge realized that the 14,000 troops were spread somewhat thin. However, in the mind of the Twelfth Army Group Commander, Gen. Omar Bradley, it was an acceptable risk under the circumstances.

The Golden Lions, of course, were not the sole soldiers facing the enemy across a narrow no man’s land. The 1,400 men of the 14th Cavalry Group, a highly mobile outfit but ordinarily not armed heavily enough to provide a stalwart defense, guarded the left flank. Their specialty lay in reconnaissance and combat patrols characterized by light, darting attacks.

However, to the north of the 14th Cavalry was an almost mirror image of the 106th, the 99th or Checkerboard Division (so dubbed because of their shoulder patch design). It too was packed with people drawn from the ASTP and flushed out of the army air corps cadet programs or ground crews. But the 99th had come on the scene nearly a full month before the 106th. Unlike the Golden Lions, many men had already come under fire and in some instances tasted combat.

*    *    *

Carmen Capalbo, born in November 1925, grew up in Harrisburg, Pennsylvania. His grandfather had emigrated from Italy around the turn of the century and had been a teacher there. But in Pennsylvania he eventually started a bakery that soon thrived. Capalbo’s father had worked for the family business and later owned a grocery store but died when his son was only twelve.

“I was a very close student of what was happening in Europe. As a boy in the 1930s, I remember getting up early in the morning to listen with my father and grandfather to Adolf Hitler on the radio, even though none of us spoke German. In civics and history at school, we spent a lot of time on the excesses of the dictators in Europe. Mostly it was Hitler and Mussolini. We were aware of the Japanese in China but that was more removed. Until Pearl Harbor we just didn’t pay much attention to the Far East. The local newspapers were good and they reported regularly on world events. At the movies we saw newsreels that covered the leading players. We regularly tuned in to the news on the radio.

“My father had been a theater fan. He had taken me to see an Italian touring company and the minute I saw the actors, their makeup under the footlights, I knew what I wanted to do with my life. I wanted to direct plays. People would ask me what I wanted to be when I finished school and I would answer, ‘a director.’ They would look puzzled and ask, ‘You mean of a bank?’ Nobody knew about theatrical direction in those days.

“I was also a big radio freak. While I was still in high school, I became a regular radio drama producer on a local station. By the time I graduated from high school, I had produced and directed one program than ran for four years and another for two. One show was aimed at adults, a kind of Twilight Zone type of drama. The other was called The Children’s Playhouse. My grandfather, even though I had been groomed to take over the bakery business, was very supportive. By proxy I considered myself a protégé of Orson Welles.

“When I graduated from high school, I was still seventeen and I figured I had about six months before I would be in service. There was such a shortage of civilian manpower that radio stations couldn’t staff operations. I took a job at the new station in York doing news production. I commuted from my home in Harrisburg. At the same time I put on shows at the military camps in the area.

“Harrisburg was a center of military activity. The. Harrisburg Academy had been taken over by the Army Air Force. There was a big installation at Indiantown Gap, the home of the 28th Division, and another at the New Cumberland Reception Center. I produced shows at these places and got to know many of the Special Services officers. I assumed that when I did go into the army, I’d be assigned that kind of work.

“A few months after my 18th birthday I was drafted. The Special Services operations were being broken up and I was shipped to Camp Wheeler, Georgia, for seventeen weeks of basic training as an infantryman. I finished in the summer of 1944 and then joined the 99th Division at Camp Maxey, Texas. I was assigned to the First Platoon, Company A, First Battalion of the 395th Regiment.

“Most of the guys had either been in the ASTP or would have gone to college except for the war. We weren’t a bunch of fuck-ups but neither were we a lot of Rambos. We did a lot of reading.

“We left Massachusetts for Europe on September 29. The voyage lasted 13-1/2 days. It was a converted tanker. I’ve never been so seasick in my life. The sight of Scotland, the Firth of Forth, was so beautiful after nearly two weeks at sea.

“We spent about a month at Dorchester, England, and then with our barracks bags beside us, slept for a night on the Southampton docks before boarding ships to Le Havre.

“We took off across France, jammed into open trucks. Going through the narrow streets of one small town at night, we thought it was raining on our heads. But it was the local citizens emptying their chamber pots on us and it wasn’t all liquid either. When we went through Belgium, however, the people generally welcomed us.

“We passed through Malmédy, then entered the woods to replace units in the 9th Division. Our outfit was walking up one side of a road and they were coming down the other side. I’ll never forget
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