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Penguin is committed to publishing works of quality and integrity.
In that spirit, we are proud to offer this book to our readers;
however, the story, the experiences, and the words are the author’s alone.
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For my father; he was the first:

EDWARD E. MELLER, CORPORAL, 1917–1919

3rd Platoon, I Company, 110th Regiment, 28th Infantry Division. Silver Star, Purple Heart, European Campaign Medal, three Battle Stars, Battle of Champagne-Marne, Battle of Aisne-Marne, and Battle of Defensive Sector Pennsylvania National Guard Medal, Victory Medal

WILLIAM F. MELLER, STAFF SERGEANT, 1943–1945

2nd Platoon, I Company, 110th Regimental Combat Team, 28th Infantry Division. Combat Infantry Badge, Bronze Star, Prisoner-of-War Medal, European Campaign Medal, three Battle Stars (Battle of Rhineland, Battle of Ardennes, Battle of Central Europe), Unit Citation, Good Conduct Medal, American Campaign Medal, Victory Medal
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Edward E. Meller’s and William F. Meller’s U.S. Army Medals.
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Photographs from Camp Wheeler,
the Basic Infantry Training Center in Macon, Georgia. March 1943.
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What follows is a personal account of infantry combat in a faraway time and place. Far away but yet not so far, since human values and emotions transcend time and space. It is a young man’s story written by the same man now not so young. It is also true that while young men go to war, a part of them ages in those forever moments where death and eternity seem very close. The images of war linger and remain as starkly terrible as they were in 1944. They can also provide lessons for us all.

I wore my army-green colonel’s uniform to Rotary lunch one day and I met Bill Meller. Looking for a place to sit down, he looked at my Combat Infantryman’s Badge and said, “I’ve got one of those.” Registering his age, I asked, “Europe or Pacific?” He replied, “Europe,” and since I’d spent almost eight years of Cold War service in Germany, I asked him where. “Oh, a place you never heard of,” he answered. “A town called Schmidt.”

Bill and I both led infantry platoons in combat. My war was in the Republic of Vietnam, and on a relative scale, I was trained. Afterward, many of us who stayed in decided we would be better trained for the next one, and we began to look at examples from the past. Since Europe would be the most likely point of conflict, we looked hard at World War II. Battered copies of World War II histories were packed away in rucksacks and kitbags. Two examples we all studied at the Command and General Staff College were Schmidt and the Battle of the Bulge. Schmidt was a detailed example of what not to do against a professional and determined enemy, and the Bulge stands as an example of how to recover from surprise and defeat an enemy offensive.

Later in Europe, World War II maps in hand, I had my infantry battalion’s officers walking the same trails that Bill walked. We looked out of their foxholes and we tried to learn from their sacrifice and example. As professionals with the minimum of a commission and the infantry school, we stood in the fog and rain in awe of what young men, hastily trained and unprepared, had done in those dark and hallowed forests along the German border. In the words of one 1944 infantryman, “We could look forward only to being killed, wounded, or captured.”

It gave me great satisfaction to reply to Bill, “I’ve been to Schmidt, and I want to hear your story.” I believe you will, too.

Michael T. Dawson
Colonel Infantry U.S. Army (Ret.)
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Meller at U.S. Army Induction Center, New Cumberland, Pennsylvania. February 25, 1943.
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Infantry Basic Training Drill Instructors, from left:
Cpl. Ed Nelson, Pfc. Meller, Cpl. Gus Voss, Cpl. Andy Andrews,
with Lt. Dominick Spinnozi (right). Brothers of Phi Kappa Psi,
at Camp Maxey, Texas. July 1944.
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Summer, Ligonier Valley, Pennsylvania

My family was on vacation, staying in a cottage in the Pennsylvania mountains. I was eleven years old, and I found a loaded BB gun. In the woods, I saw a robin in a tree. The gun went off almost by itself and the robin fell to the ground, dead. When I picked it up, I saw it was a female, a mother. I cried when I placed the bird in the little box, then dug a hole under the tree for burial. After the burial, I stood there with tears in my eyes and I swore I would never kill another living thing, ever. This secret has stayed with me, that I stole the life of this creature for no reason at all. I was too ashamed to tell anyone.
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Battle of the Bulge outpost location, November 14, 1944,
through December 16, 1944.

2nd platoon, I Company 110th Regiment, 28th Division,
included S/Sgt. Meller and a platoon of eleven men.
This hand-drawn map shows the German-Luxembourg border
facing the German West Wall, Siegfried Line.


CHAPTER 1

 

The Battles
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16 December 1944, 6:30 A.M.

My legs won’t move; my feet are caught and I keep hearing these hideous screams. The head with no face is staring at me, a glistening white bone is pointing from the blood-soaked mess that was once someone’s son, another son is crying for the mother that will never hear his voice again, a body is searching for its head, and the maddening fear that this insane anguish won’t go away. I’m not a poor soul lost in this madhouse, but one of the healthiest, most intelligent, and strongest of our American youth. How did I get here? How do I get out?

The ring startles me. I’m soaked with sweat. Is it a dream? The frantic voice on the telephone whispers, “Sarge, the field in front of us is filled with krauts, hundreds of them, armed to the teeth. They don’t see us. What’ll we do?” This is no dream. I swallow.

“Open up with your machine gun, short bursts for the next five minutes, then fire only when you see something. Tell Red to fire his BAR. Synchronize your watch. It’s six-thirty. I’ll get back to you.”

It’s black as a pit outside. I don’t know it, but it’s the beginning of the Battle of the Bulge.

I think to myself, This is must be a combat patrol looking for prisoners, and they’re in our front yard. Our machine guns will scare the hell out of them and run them back to Germany. I ring the foxhole on the left.

“Swing your machine gun around toward the road; we have visitors. You’ll hear Colonel and Red firing. Short bursts for the next five minutes, then fire at will. It’s six thirty-one.”

The shaky voice croaks, “It’s so damn foggy we can’t see anything, where are they?”

“Remember, Bill is in the foxhole between you and Colonel. Watch your line of fire, I’ll get back to you.” Heading out the back door of the barn, I grab my assistant squad leader. “John, we’re being attacked in the front along the road. Fire both mortars, ten shells each, rapid fire; then stop. Elevation over the barn, two hundred yards in front. Send one of your men to the right foxhole; tell Tex to slow fire his rifle into the fog, about two clips, then hold up.” I head for the left foxhole.

Charlie asks, “What’s all the noise, Sarge?”

“The Germans are attacking. We’re trying to scare them off. Keep your eyes open; fire only if you see something.”

“They’re not over here yet.”

“They will be.”

“But, Sarge, I’m out here alone. I can’t see anything in this fog.”

“I know.”

We are the 2nd Platoon, I Company, 110th Regiment, 28th Division, and we are alone. I’m the squad leader, recently promoted to staff sergeant, and I am not alone. We are twelve; we should be forty. I’m the ranking noncom; there is no platoon leader. We’re only 25 percent of our platoon strength. This is no time for a battle. It’s up to me.

Two .30-caliber machine guns, two 60mm mortars, and seven rifles are making lots of noise. Fingers of dense fog are reaching out and grabbing us in this eerie predawn darkness. The Germans can’t see our positions or us; they aren’t close enough to see the house and barn in the dark and fog. They must be feeling our firepower by now, and they’ll have no idea of our strength or weakness as long as the fog stays. It’ll be light in another hour or so. We know where they were, but by now they’ll be moving. The trick is to make them believe we are a much larger force. I learned in the Huertgen Forest battles that when we fire, we give it absolutely everything we’ve got. One thing we’re not short of is ammunition. There’s no tomorrow here, there’s only now. I tell the men, “If we can’t kill them, we will scare them to death.”

No American troops are nearby to help us. The nearest help is I Company Headquarters, six miles south down this road at the little town of Weiler, and there is nothing in between. K Company is a good five miles to the north on this same road. We are placed in and around an old Luxembourg farmhouse and barn, three-quarters of a mile west of the German-Luxembourg border. The Our River is the natural border and behind that is the Siegfried Line. Bastogne is twenty-five miles behind us to the west and Battalion Headquarters is at Constun, fifteen miles behind us. We’re defending a road junction, a macadam road that runs directly toward us from Germany. It dead-ends at our position, forming an inverted T with the road that runs parallel to the border. This road leads to Regimental Headquarters at the town of Clervaux, about twenty miles northwest, and behind us is nothing but space. In our front yard are the Germans, and it’s us and them.
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16 December 1944, 7:15 A.M.

We’ve been taking return fire from the Germans for an hour; small arms, burp guns, machine pistols, and rifles. There is no mistaking the sound. They are firing at the sound of our machine guns. Machine guns always attract fire. The high pitch of the German burp guns and machine pistols sounds like a dentist’s drill grinding my teeth. It seems closer in the dark of night. God, I hate this sound. It’s the sound of death. I make my way to the machine gun on the right, and in this dark I almost walk right by it. Small-arms fire from the Germans is coming from the southeast. They’re probably waiting for daylight. Maybe they’ve turned around and gone home. I think to myself, How many of them are out there?

“We can’t see anything in this soup, Sarge, I don’t know where they are,” says Red.

“Don’t fire unless you see something. They aren’t sure where we are,” I say, “so be careful, they may be right out there in front of you. They can crawl right up to the edge of this foxhole before you’ll see them. I’m going to check Bill.” My adrenaline is up; I’m ready for this. I have learned how to fight.
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16 December 1944, 7:30 A.M.

It’s still dark and the fog is getting worse. The men are jumpy. This is their first taste of the enemy. Inching my way through the trees, I feel each tree like an old friend. I switch my carbine to my left shoulder and remove my Colt .45 from its holster. I cock the hammer and release the safety; it’s ready to fire. The .45 is better for close contact in case I bump into one of them. It will blow off a head or dismember a body. Stopping, I listen for any sound. I can hear my heart thumping; the noise is loud. Krauts could be in these trees. They could hear me. I’m making too much noise breathing through my mouth. I try breathing through my nose. There is nothing but the sound of the Germans’ small-arms fire; they must be going after Colonel’s machine gun. I can’t hear it. The softness of the earth quiets my steps for the twenty yards I’ve covered. I might bump into the enemy; it’s just as dark for the Germans as it is for me. They are around here somewhere; where the hell are they? I feel like screaming, Here I am.

Now I feel the macadam road under me, and I’m closer to the foxhole. It should be on the other side of this road. This is like being blindfolded. The ground goes upward.

I’ve found the foxhole. I don’t want the Germans to hear me. I’m down on my knees. I whisper, “Bill, it’s Sarge.” It’s as quiet as a tomb. I don’t want him to shoot me. He may not recognize me in this fog. Leaning over the hole, I see him. He’s dead, lying on his stomach at the bottom, my most trusted man. He had just returned from the hospital yesterday. The back of his jacket is covered with those little black shrapnel pieces from the German grenade. His helmet is beside him, blown off. I turn him over. He is unmarked. His face is peaceful and clean. The spent German grenade is in the hole next to him. The concussion killed him instantly. There’s no ammunition clip in his rifle. He must have been loading his piece when it happened. I shouldn’t have sent him out here. I feel sorrow; I am so sorry. Tears blur my eyes; I feel a terrible hatred for the son of a bitch who killed him. I hate all Germans. If it weren’t for the Germans, we wouldn’t be here. Bill wouldn’t be dead in this dirty hole in the ground; he would be home in Georgia, where he belongs. I hear the German small-arms fire just past those trees.

I position Bill’s body so it looks like he’s watching the road and the machine-gun emplacements to the left and the right. He will be okay until this is over. This foxhole is in the center, where the road splits into an inverted V before it meets the dead end, thirty yards in front of the house and barn. This spot is heavily wooded and in daylight this position has a field of fire straight down the road for a half mile. A quarter mile farther down the road is the Our River, the Siegfried Line, and the German Army. I don’t have an extra man to replace Bill, but I will come back and get him when this is all over. I pick up his rifle and ammunition and head for the foxhole on the left. My heart is heavy, but I can’t show my remorse in front of the troops; they all will have so much to carry now.

This position is thirty yards to the left and north of Bill’s foxhole. These three positions form a semicircle. Like the machine-gun emplacement to the right, this one is manned by two soldiers, the machine gunner and an ammunition carrier, both with M1 rifles and grenades. I stumble against a tree. I see them. “Bill just got it with a grenade. That means the German was close enough to see him or to see his rifle fire. Be very careful the krauts don’t do the same thing to you. You didn’t hear or see me approaching until I identified myself. I could have blown you away.”

“This is our first time in combat and we haven’t seen a kraut yet. We fired short bursts for five minutes into thin air. This fog is like mush. We didn’t even hear you coming up on us. We may end up shooting each other.”

I have to agree with him. “Keep your eyes open, I’m going to check Pete.”

Next is the foxhole to the north, closer to the house. I identify myself and ask if any krauts are in sight.

“I haven’t seen anything out there in the dark. I heard the fire from both sides earlier, but it’s quiet now. What are those krauts over there shooting at?”

“Us.”

“Did anybody get hit?”

“Yeah, Bill got it with a grenade; they snuck up on him.”

“Jesus.”

“Don’t fire until you see something and…be careful. I’m going to the house.

“Take those grenades off your jacket and lay them in front of you,” I whisper. “You’ll be needing them soon.”

Holstering the .45, I remove the carbine from my shoulder and release the safety, and slowly pick my way through the fog.

At the back of the barn, my assistant squad leader, John, and the mortar crew greet me. John and I escaped through the German lines together in the Huertgen Forest, just last month.

“We deepened the holes just in case,” he reports. “Why don’t we disperse twenty more mortars out front five hundred yards just to keep them away from here?”

I smile. “Good idea, slow fire this time.” I’m beginning to like my new assistant squad leader. This is the first time I’ve smiled all morning. John is about my age, a likable gentleperson with a round face, wearing glasses. I silently hope he stays around.

I tell him, “Bill got it in front of the house.”

“How?”

“A grenade.”

“God, I’m sorry. I know you liked him.”

“Yeah,” I say slowly. “There are only eleven of us now; we have to be very careful. If the krauts come in this way, open up; I’ll hear you. I’m going to the house and try the radio; give me one of your men.”

“Take Slim.”

Slim goes to work on the radio in the kitchen. He speaks to Company Headquarters, and a lone voice tells him no one is there, everyone is outside fighting the Germans. He calls Battalion, no answer; he calls Company again, no answer.

“Okay, open
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