

Western Front 1944 - In the fall, American troops meet fierce resistance in the Hürtgen Forest as they advance toward the German Reich.

The world-famous author and Nobel Prize winner Ernest Hemingway (1899 - 1961) was a war correspondent for the US Army in the Hürtgen Forest.

The harshness of the fighting and the cruelty of the war traumatized him so much that he wrote a novel about it.

"This was an area where it was extremely difficult to stay alive, even if you did nothing but be there," the author wrote in Across the River and into the Trees, published in 1950.
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Preface

After the invasion of Normandy on June 6, 1944, Allied troops advanced at a rapid pace. In September 1944, American units reached the Düren area. At the Siegfried Line, the advance came to a halt due to supply problems. This situation was used by the beleaguered German troops to reorganize.

In the Hürtgen Forest, a wooded area of about 140 square kilometers northeast of the German-Belgian border, they found an ideal defensive terrain with sparse population.

Treeless hills surrounded by dense forest and deep ravines provided natural obstacles. In addition, the Rur dam behind the Hürtgen forest could be opened at any time to flood the Rur valley.

Together with other units, the 275th Infantry Division occupied the Hürtgen Forest and dug in. The US troops met with unexpectedly strong resistance.

In the coldest autumn in decades, the inexperienced American units not only had to contend with battle-hardened Russian veterans, but also fought against the early onset of winter without proper clothing.

In the vast forested areas of the Eifel, every square meter was fought over, and in the villages, every house.

The occupation of villages changed up to 28 times.

The battles in the Hürtgen Forest (Eifel) went down in history as one of the longest and bloodiest battles ever fought on German soil and is also known as the Verdun of the Eifel.

It would be the bitterest and largest defeat American troops had ever suffered.
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Key dates of the Battle of the Hürtgen Forest:

Period of fighting:

October 6, 1944 to February 10, 1945

Location/Scenery:

Hürtgenwald - a sparsely populated wooded plateau of approximately 140 square kilometers, consisting of dense forest growth, treeless hills, and deep valleys.

Geographically, the highly defensible area lies northeast of the German-Belgian border, west of the Rur and its dam, and south of the city of Aachen.

The Westwall, built in the 1930s, was located at the edge of the Hürtgen Forest. This old, partly dilapidated fortification system was part of the defense.

Defenders

German Reich - under the supreme command of Field Marshal Walter Model.

Bandages used:

- 12th Volksgrenadier Division

- 89th Infantry Division

- 272nd Volksgrenadier Division

- 275th Infantry Division

- 344th Infantry Division

- 353rd Infantry Division

- 3rd Parachute Division

- 116th Panzer Division "Greyhound

Strength:

Approximately 75,000 men (although this is only an estimate, as some of the divisions had been "bled dry" and could not be replenished to their original strength).

German losses:

- 16,000 wounded

- 12,000 casualties
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Attacker

United States of America - under the supreme command of General Courtney Hodges.

Bandages used:

- 1st US Infantry Division "Big Red One"

- 4th US Infantry Division "Ivy Division"

- 8th US Infantry Division "Golden Arrow" or "Pathfinder"

- 9th US Infantry Division "Octofoil"

- 28th US Infantry Division "Keystone"

- 78th US Infantry Division "Lightning"

- 83rd US Infantry Division "Thunderbolt"

- 104th US Infantry Division "Timberwolves"

- 82nd US Airborne Division "All American"

- 3rd US Armored Division "Spearhead"

- 5th US Armored Division "Victory"

- 7th US Armored Division "Lucky Seventh"

Strength:

about 120.000 soldiers

US losses:

- 21,000 wounded

- 12,000 casualties

https://de.wikipedia.org/wiki/Schlacht_im_H%C3%BCrt-genwald

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/4.0/deed.de
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Combat Operations

First Battle

On October 6, 1944, the advancing 9th US Infantry Division clashed with the German 275th Infantry Division.

The terrain made air and heavy armor operations nearly impossible. Grueling positional and trench warfare followed. Artillery shells, mines and booby traps caused heavy casualties. In addition, the use of snipers took a psychological toll on the American fighting spirit. Just ten days into the battle, the 9th US Infantry Division had suffered 4,500 casualties, while the defenders had lost about 3,200 men. As a result, the fighting subsided.

Second Battle - Nicknamed the "Battle of All Souls"

The exhausted and discouraged 9th US Infantry Division was relieved by the 28th US Infantry Division. Supported by engineer, armored, and artillery units, the 28th US Infantry Division attacked the strategic village of Schmidt on Thursday, November 2, 1944 (All Souls' Day).

Meanwhile, the area had been further developed into a "fortress" by the German defenders. In addition to the 275th Infantry Division, the 89th Infantry Division and the 12th Volksgrenadier Division were deployed. The 116th Panzer Division "Greyhound" served as a reserve.

All German units were severely decimated and far from their original strength.

After fierce fighting and heavy casualties, the U.S. troops captured the village of Schmidt on November 3, 1944, and barricaded themselves inside. German artillery fire continued. German snipers in the woods around Schmidt kept the enemy demoralized.

Two days later, the German counterattack, led by the 89th Infantry Division and the 116th Panzer Division, followed. Schmidt was retaken after a fierce battle. The US troops again suffered heavy losses and withdrew in a hurry.

In the following days, the German troops followed up and pushed the Americans back to their starting positions in fierce fighting and extremely bad weather conditions. Both sides suffered heavy casualties, with the 28th US Infantry Division losing about 6,200 men, about twice as many as the Germans.

Third Battle - Codename: "Operation Queen"

Operation Queen was the US Army's final attempt to win the Battle of the Hürtgen Forest on November 16, 1944.

While in Phase 1 the 1st US Infantry Division and the 9th US Infantry Division attacked the German positions in the Hürtgen Forest head-on, in Phase 2 the 4th US Infantry Division fought its way through the northern half of the Hürtgen Forest with the goal of reaching the Rur.

The 275th Infantry Division, now slightly reinforced but still exhausted, was still in its positions in the Hürtgen Forest.

Heavy artillery and machine gun fire pulverized two U.S. regiments right at the start of the fighting, forcing them to retreat. Once again, the fighting was fierce and the resistance tougher than the attackers had expected. Three days later, the fighting was halted for two days to recover the wounded.

While the US troops regrouped during this time, the 344th Infantry Division and the 353rd Infantry Division were sent to the HKL to support the German defenders.

From November 21 to December 12, 1944, the American units were able to make successive territorial gains, eventually advancing to the villages of Straß, Gey, and Brandenberg, against fierce resistance.

The German defenders managed to keep the enemy away from the vital dams of the Rur valley. The area of operations for the Ardennes offensive was also kept clear of the enemy.

This major German attack began on December 16, 1944 and ended with the failure of the offensive on January 21, 1945.

By mid-January, U.S. troops were advancing again in the Hürtgen Forest. The exhausted and damaged German defenders were unable to stop the advance. The village of Schmidt was finally taken by American forces on February 8, 1945.

The battle for the Hürtgen Forest was over.

By opening the Rur dam, the Germans flooded the area around the Rur. This delayed the American advance to the Rhine for two weeks.

Note

Hazardous ordnance, including mines and grenades, are still suspected in the former combat zone.

The remains of soldiers have been found again and again. The last time was in 2008 - two US soldiers from the 28th US Infantry Division.

The museum "Hürtgenwald 1944 and in Peace" in Vossensack commemorates the events of the war. It is run by the Hürtgenwald Historical Society.




Dates

275th Infantry Division

Structure and history of the unit

The unit was reorganized in Western France in November 1943 as the 22nd Division. The backbone was formed by the staff and remnants of the 223rd Infantry Division (Army Group South), which was reduced to battalion strength during the fierce defensive fighting in southern Russia and eventually disbanded.

Initially designated the 352nd Infantry Division (until December 1943), the new unit was eventually renamed the 275th Infantry Division.

Reinforced by the XII. Luftwaffe Fortress Battalion and the XX Luftwaffe Fortress Battalion, the troops were deployed to the Hürtgen Forest, where they were involved in extremely heavy fighting in October 1944.

Again severely weakened, the losses were supplemented by the integration of the remnants of the 344th Infantry Division in December 1944.

The 275th Infantry Division was finally reorganized at Flensburg in January 1945 with the existing staff units and sent to the Eastern Front. It was finally destroyed during the fighting in the Halbe Kessel (Guben area).

Commander of the division

Dec. 1943 - April 1945 Lieutenant General Hans Schmidt

Deployment of the 275th Infantry Division

1944

February – May:

- Brittany

June – July:

- Normandy (Contentin, Falaise, and Mons area)

August:

- All Belgium

September – December:

- Hürtgen Forest

1945

January:

- Reorganization in Flensburg

February - April

- Halbe Kessel (Guben area) - Destruction

War Crimes

While researching this book, I was unable to find any war crimes explicitly attributed to members of the 275th Infantry Division.

It should be noted, however, that the relevant literature shows that during the fierce fighting in the Hürtgen Forest, at times no prisoners were taken by either side.

This raises the suspicion that both German and American soldiers may have killed their captured opponents out of desperation, anger, fear, hatred, or other motives, contrary to the international agreements in force at the time.

However, I have not been able to find a detailed report documenting such acts.

https://de.wikipedia.org/wiki/275._Infanterie-Division_(Wehrmacht)

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/4.0/deed.de

Words about the novel part

Along with other units, the 275th Infantry Division also occupied areas of the Hürtgen Forest, digging in and using the remaining old bunkers of the Westwall for defense.

When the relatively inexperienced US troops attacked in the coldest autumn in decades, they were largely without aircraft support due to the weather.

They met battle-hardened Russian veterans and were engaged in the fiercest fighting ever seen.

In addition to the unexpectedly high resistance, the American units had another problem to contend with. They were not equipped for the early onset of winter and did not have the proper clothing.

In the vast forested areas of the Eifel, every square meter was fought over for months, and every house in the villages.

Artillery fire, booby traps, minefields, numerous machine gun nests and finally German snipers demoralized the attacking US troops. But the German soldiers also experienced hell on earth in the combat zones of the Hürtgen Forest and spoke of apocalyptic battles.

The novel tells the story of one of these snipers, a Russian veteran who has returned to the front, and an assault gun crew.

With the exception of historical figures, all names are fictitious. Any resemblance to real people is purely coincidental.
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Fields of Death

The Battle of Hürtgen Forest

"We have been digging trenches for days. I wonder why we need more trenches and foxholes back here, when the fortifications of the Westwall are already in front of us," grumbled Eduard Hofman as he hefted his spade into the ground. The german soldier encountered resistance again. "Another root. That's enough for me!"

Sweat dripped from the soldier's forehead, his cheeks were flushed. "And I don't have anything to drink either," he added, visibly angry.

"Stop grumbling, Eduard. We'll be through soon anyway," Franz Huber reassured him, reaching over to his side, pulling out his canteen and holding it out to his comrade. "Here, take a sip, it will make the world look better."

"You're right, Franz," the thirsty Hofman replied, sipping at the cool water. With his thirst quenched, the soldier's mood improved. He took out his snuff box and tapped it twice on his thigh, as usual, before opening it and sprinkling a pinch on his left hand, right in the little hollow between his thumb and wrist. The hand went under his nose, then the soldier sniffed the tobacco in completely. Then he puffed hard. "Ahhh," he groaned with pleasure. "You should switch from smoking to snuff, too. It's much better."

"You're just imagining things," came the prompt reply.

Huber inhaled the smoke from the cigarette he had now lit with relish and blew it out with equal relish. The blue cloud of vapor first danced over the two men's heads, then dispersed and dissipated in no time.

"I remember when you talked Keller and me into trying this stuff." The private laughed as he spoke. "Ha, ha. We blue-eyed rookies took a good pinch and sneezed for minutes."

Now they both laughed.

"I hope Keller gets back soon. It's been almost a year since he left. It's really boring when the old boy isn't around."

"It's almost exactly ten months! He got it pretty bad in Russia. I'm surprised he survived at all."

"We dragged him far enough back then. I'll never forget that day."

"Me neither! Our comrade Franz. Keller saved our lives in the end."

"And we his!"

Silent nods. The recalled memories of Russia made me ashamed. The times were too cruel and merciless, the circumstances too hard.

"Is it true that he's on a sergeant's course?"

Hofman nodded. "The Master Sergeant told me."
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All Josef Keller knew was that the Russian T-34 was rolling toward him and his comrades. The steel colossus had come out of nowhere. The rattling of the chains sounded like a thousand hussars drawing their sabres to plunge them into the bodies of their enemies. The eyes of the two young soldiers lying beside the lance corporal in the foxhole were filled with sheer mortal fear. The other men of the squad sat in their cover holes a few meters away. Their position to break through the tank was even worse than his own.

The Russian tank's mounted machine gun rattled in their direction. Shells whirred above them. As if in a trance, Keller had grabbed the last T-mine and crawled out of the hole. Miraculously, he had escaped the machine gun's bullets. At first he crawled out on his stomach, then he hoisted himself up and ran crouching toward the rolling fortress.

A David vs. Goliath battle awaited the soldier.

With the experience of a veteran front-line soldier, Keller tried to stay in the blind spot of the on-board machine gun. The staring eyes of his comrades rested on him as if spellbound. Deadly brave, he approached step by step. The lance corporal knew he didn't have much time. In a moment, the heavy chains would roll over his comrades' foxholes and bury them beneath them.

This is it, he thought coldly.

He got close enough, ran along the massive chains, clamped the mine between the turret and the chassis, and pulled the safety cord. Keller immediately turned away and ducked for cover. Just as he was about to drop to the ground, the charge detonated.

Boom!

The lance corporal felt a powerful blow to his back. He was thrown through the air and hit the ground hard. The noise of the battle, the roar of the tank's engine, and the screams of the men around him were muffled. Gradually it became black and silent.

When the Landser (Author's note: Low-ranking German army soldiers were occasionally referred to as Landser in the First World War, more commonly in the Second World War.) opened his eyes again, everything was blurred. A monotonous clacking combined with a constant jerking. He knew it. Keller had to clear his mind. He was lying in a train. When he tried to sit up, the lance corporal felt pain. An almost unbearable pain that started in his back and made him sink back down immediately. His mouth was dry, his lips chapped and cracked. The stench in the wagon was terrible and indefinable. Powerless, Keller sank back into delirium. The next time he awoke, a nurse was standing beside him. She wiped his lips with a wet cloth. He greedily soaked up the wetness.

"Where am I?" he forced out in a hoarse voice through his cracked lips.

"Rest! You're on a hospital train. We're going home."

Home!

The word sounded reassuring. No more trenches. No more Ivan (Author's note: Ivan = nickname of the Russian soldiers.) storming in. No more tanks to crack. He was safe. Keller looked up at the ceiling with satisfaction, but a few moments later he was overcome by doubt.

Why am I lying here in the hospital train?

Fear crawled through his battered body.

Do I still have all my limbs? Did the armor roll over my legs?

The image of the T 34 kept coming back. The wounded corporal thought he could hear the rattling of chains. Everything replayed in his mind.

The front-line soldier was overcome with self-doubt. The nurse seemed to sense his feelings.

"Don't worry! You're still fine. You were badly wounded, but the staff doctor operated on you immediately. I was there myself when your comrades brought you in. It was a miracle that you were still alive after all that blood loss. Dr. Frenzel said you would make a full recovery. The shrapnel didn't hit any vital organs. You are a lucky man! All you need is rest and recuperation."

Perfectly healthy.

These words had a relieving effect. The badly injured man fell asleep again.

Keller had to stay in the hospital until well into the spring. Then came the cures, a long vacation, and then the NCO course in Wörgl/Tyrol (Austria) for the recovered war hero.

At the end of the course, Josef Keller was asked to come to the office of the course instructor.

"As you have learned in the meantime, your old division has been completely routed in southern Russia and has therefore been disbanded. The remaining members have been integrated into the newly formed 275th Infantry Division. Including you, by the way! Your new unit is located on the German-Belgian border, in the northern foothills of the Eifel. Your company is in an area called Todtenbruch. Here are your marching orders," said Captain Klingenberg to the newly commissioned Sergeant Josef Keller, congratulating him on his promotion. "The NCO's braids match your decorations perfectly," the officer said, alluding to the medals he had been awarded.

Keller was awarded the Iron Cross First Class and the Silver Wounded Badge during his military hospitalization in Gars am Inn (Austria).

"With your commander's best wishes for your recovery. For exceptional bravery in the face of the enemy ...", it said at the time.

Both medals and the assault badge were pinned to his field blouse. The captain's gaze wandered from the insignia to Keller's upper right arm, where it lingered on the sewn-on tank destroyer patch. A gold tank was emblazoned on it. Klingenberg knew immediately that Keller had destroyed at least five tanks as a lone fighter. A true war hero stood before him.

"Do you happen to know which of my comrades came out of southern Russia?"

Klingenberg shook his head. "I'm sorry. I'm not informed about that. I wish you all the best."

It was that time again. Josef Keller was sitting on a train, rolling to the front. This time, however, he was not going east, to the hated Russia, but to the Western Wall. The seat next to the Russian veteran remained empty until Heilbronn. The train reached the small town in the Aera called Baden early in the morning. A one-hour stop was announced. Keller decided to get off the train to buy a newspaper and a soft drink. When he got back on the train, a lance corporal was sitting in the seat next to him. They looked at each other and nodded in greeting.

"Josef Keller," the sergeant introduced himself.

"Georg Honnige," the lance corporal said curtly.

Keller sat down, drank the rest of his lemonade and read the newspaper. The train rolled on again. Half an hour later, the sergeant folded up the paper and offered it to his neighbor to read.

"No, thank you. I read it at the station. I had to wait two hours for this train. I was told it would arrive at 5 o'clock in the morning. It was a short night for me," he politely declined. Honnige spoke with a slight Baden accent.

"Where are you going?"

"First to the Düren station, then on to the 275th Infantery Division. There I'm in the 983rd."

"Man, that's my regiment. I have to go there too."

"What battalion?"

"I. Battalion, 2nd Company, 1st Platoon, 2nd Squad, to be exact," Keller gushed.

"That's something! I'm with I./2 too, but I've never seen you before."

"No wonder. I was wounded in Russia and spent a long time in the hospital. Now they've ordered me back to my old gang. I'm curious to see who else is there."

"Second group? Wait a minute..." Honnige pondered. "I know Hofman and Huber from the old days," he began to report.

"Eduard and Franz," exclaimed Keller at once. His eyes flashed. "Great guys. Is young Burger still here? And what about Schoner, Kleemann and Reiz?"

"Yes, Burger is also with Hofman. I don't know the others, sorry."

"Three out of seven," the Russian veteran exhaled. "That's tough!"

"Wait a minute," Honnige groaned suddenly. "Now I remember. You're Josef Keller. The wounded lance corporal who got it bad on the Eastern Front. And that happened when you cracked a tank. Is that true?"

"I introduced myself by name earlier."

Honnige smiled sheepishly. "But I couldn't place the name then."

"Who is our boss?"

Ignoring the question, Honnige continued. "The tank stopped three meters in front of your comrades. They had their pants full. The T 34 would have flattened Hofman and Huber!"

"Three meters?" Keller exclaimed in amazement, frowning.

"I know the story well. They tell it at every group meeting. I've been there three times. When you ran towards the tank, your comrades first thought you had gotten battle fatigue and were trying to kill yourself. But then they saw the T-mine you were carrying. It blew the turret off, by the way. Boy, if you believe the stories, you had about a thousand shrapnel in your back.

Keller smiled a little. "It wasn't that many, but it was enough to keep me away from the troops for ten months."

"I see they weren't too stingy with decorations up there," Honnige alluded to the divisional staff.

"It's all just tin," the decorated soldier dismissed.

At the same time, he glanced at the Baden-Württemberg soldier's blouse. The silver sniper badge was clearly sewn onto the sleeve. A jolt went through the battle-hardened sergeant. Sitting next to him was a soldier with whom contact was generally avoided.

Snipers were generally unpopular, and for a long time they were considered to be sneaky snipers. It was only as the war got tougher that they gained respect for their successes, but also for the risk of dying a hero's death faster than the others.

The propaganda machine turned them into hunters and feared lone wolves. To this day, Keller had never met a sniper. To be honest to himself, he had learned to fear them. Some of his comrades had been killed by Russian snipers. Fear and terror ran through the limbs of even the oldest front-line pigs when an enemy sniper struck.

There were many ways to risk one's life on the front lines. Keller had certainly experienced some of them. But one of the most dangerous ways was to lie down somewhere in no-man'sland as a sniper. Once the enemy located him, he went from hunter to hunted. All too often, entire companies would mercilessly hunt him down. There are even stories of entire strips of land being plowed up by artillery simply because a sniper was suspected. But Keller never checked to see if this was true.

"Sniper?" the sergeant asked, almost rhetorically.

Honnige nodded. "I'm with the company. That's what Captain Retzer wanted."

"Retzer?" the corporal inquired. "When I was in the troop, Captain Stein ran the company. What about him? Did he make a career for himself?"

The man from Heilbronn shook his head. "I never got to know him. Stein fell. Must have been the same day you were wounded. Anyway, he was buried in Russia."

Keller sank back on the bench thoughtfully. "And what about our platoon leader?"

"If you mean Lt. Drexler? He's feeling very much at home right now. He's from near Düren and knows the Eifel like the back of his hand."

At least Drexler made it, the sergeant thought. What will the Westwall bring? What will it be like in the Hürtgen Forest? They were no longer fighting in enemy territory. They fought on German soil. At home. Cursed war!

"Cigarette?" Honnige held a pack of American Camel cigarettes and offered one to his neighbor.

"Where did you get these?"

The question and the grab for the cigarette came at the same time.

"You'll laugh. We swapped them. We officially met. Some of the gum-chewing Yanks and some of our people. It was after a skirmish. Armistice to get the wounded and the dead. We brought Juno cigarettes, wine from the Pfalz and good grain. The Americans had Camel cigarettes and Whisky. You can't imagine the amount of black goods that showed up for the exchange. I managed to get four cartons."

"Lucky bastard!"

"They call themselves GIs and they call us Krauts."

"Krauts," Keller repeated, grinning.

The sniper grinned, too. "Because we eat so much sauerkraut," he explained.

The remaining hours of the train trip passed quickly. Keller and Honnige got along well. They talked about many things, but not about the ruined Germany they were passing through. The looks said it all. Neither front-line soldier wanted to criticize in public as they passed the ruins of bomb victims. At Düren, the journey was over. They had reached their destination and got out.

"Where exactly is our company located?" Keller asked again.

"Somewhere in Todtenbruch. The battalion is near Vossensack. I think we'll find them somewhere between Vossensack and Lammersdorf."

"How far is that?"

"A good 20 kilometers from Düren."

"Then we should look for a ride."

"Not a bad idea, Josef, but how are you going to do that?"

"There's a chain dog there. I'll go and find out."
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The field gendarme (Author's Note: german Military Police) showed the two compatriots the way to the trucks heading for the HKL . Shortly thereafter, they marched to the other side of the Düren train station, where the trucks were being loaded.

"As long as supplies are going to the HKL (Author's Note: HKL = Abbreviation for Main Battle Line), the war is not over!"

"Honey, I'd like to have your enthusiasm," Keller said, astonished.

"Or humor," he finally replied dryly.

They reached the trucks and asked to pass through. The first two soldiers just shook their heads. The third driver could help. "Go two trucks over, there's a Henschel. The driver's name is Kurt. I think he must be from the I. Battalion."

"Thank you."

"You're welcome."

They walked straight on and stopped at a Henschel truck. The tailgate was closed, no driver in sight. Honnige lit a camel. A Landser approached and stopped in front of them. "Are you Kurt?"

"Why?"

"We have to go to I./2."

"I'm sorry. I'm not traveling alone. The cab is full."

"Then we'll get in the back."

"Unhappy! I have a lot of ..." He didn't get any further because the sniper had three camels in his hand. The driver quickly grabbed them. "Get up, but I didn't see you. I was loading mines and stuff. The shipment is going to the engineers. I'm following two other trucks later. We'll get a group of infantrymen for protection. Just don't let them see you. You know how it is. When transporting ammunition, it's strictly forbidden to take anyone in the back."

"It's all right."

The cigarettes disappeared into Kurt's breast pocket. Honnige and Keller climbed onto the loading aerea and made themselves comfortable.

An hour and a half later, they reached their destination.

"I'm sure we'll see each other again. I'll go to the WuG (Author's note. WuG = abbreviation for weapon and equipment sergeant) first and get my rifle. I feel more comfortable with my equipment," the sniper said goodbye.

Keller walked to the company office alone. He stopped in front of the house, which had a wooden sign outside the front door. A dispatcher came out, looked the sergeant up and down, got into his DKW (Military Motorcycle 350 cc) and roared off. The Russian veteran took a deep breath.

Now things are really getting going again.

The Landser knew what he was in for. It would certainly take him some time to get used to a bunk again. If there was one at all. He was also prepared for the lice that would inevitably come. "Everyday soldier, you've caught me again," he whispered and entered the writing room.
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"Can't you knock?" someone shouted immediately.

Keller recognized the dark, gruff voice and approached the desk without a word. Only then did the Master Sergeant, alone in the room, raise his head. Glowing red with rage, he unleashed a torrent of abuse: "You three-day soldiers must first be shown respect..." The sergeant major, who held the rank of first sergeant by virtue of his position, trailed off in mid-sentence. That he was the company sergeant was also evident from the two cob rings sewn onto the sleeves of his uniform. "The monkey's pissing me off," the sergeant exclaimed in amazement. "Josef! Is it really you?"

"In the flesh, as you can see."

"Good to have you back. The NCO stripes look good on you," greeted Sergeant Major Radomski, standing up and extending his hand across the desk to Keller. A firm handshake followed.

"You're the Master Sergeant of the company now? Where did the old Miller go?"

"He no longer exists."

"I can´t believe it. Miller has fallen? He was always miles behind HKL. At least I never saw him with a submachine gun in the front lines."

"He had bad luck. When it came to the end in Russia, Miller had somehow snuck on board an old Auntie Ju (Author's note: Aunt Ju = nickname of the Junkers 52 transport aircraft. No one knows how he did it. In any case, the plane was shot down."

The Sergeant Major reached behind him, pushed aside a folder, and pulled out a green bottle. "Cognac? It's really good. I brought it from France. It's nothing like the potato brandy we drank in Russia."

"Gladly."

In no time, two glasses were in front of the two soldiers. Randomski carefully filled them with brandy. After a welcoming sip, the Master Sergeant pointed to a chair. "Have a seat," he asked Keller, refilling his glass.

"I thought I'd landed with the mountain troops, the wooded hills here are so steep," the returnee said.

"The terrain is really amazing. Ahead of us is the Siegfried Line …", the sergeant began to explain, "… with its anti-tank barriers and bunkers. Well, one or two of the bunkers have been empty for years. Why occupy them?" he laughed before continuing. "But after that comes the forest. At least 140 square kilometers of pure forest," he pointed out. "There are practically no paths suitable for tanks. The valleys and hills are barely passable on foot, and beyond them is the Rur dam. Whoever occupies the dams controls the whole area!"

"And where will I find my group in this hostile jungle?"

"Josef, as always! I'm already raving about our Eifel and you want to go back to the trenches."

They both raised the second glass of cognac, toasted each other and drank it down. The brandy
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