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For my grandparents—

All in their own way
marked by the Second World War.


For there is no folly of the beast of the earth
which is not infinitely outdone
by the madness of men.

—Herman Melville, Moby Dick
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Preface

For Joe Waddle from Tennessee the first day of 1945 was to be one of the worst of his life. Early that morning, his and another infantry company of the 11th Armored Division received orders to capture Acul, a hamlet some six miles west of Bastogne. At first the soldiers made good progress, hampered only by snow-covered snipers and mines. As they reached the last hill in front of Acul, however, enemy fire intensified furiously. To the east, Joe Waddle could see many American tanks on fire and others stopped dead in their tracks or retreating. But the infantry did what they had been told: they stormed the hamlet and captured what was left of it. They hurriedly positioned their antitank guns, hunkering down amidst the shell holes, the ruined farms, the dead cattle and horses. The German counterattack was not long in coming and proved devastating. Tanks blasted the hamlet from up close and soon sent the Americans scurrying for the nearest hill. Joe Waddle even left his helmet behind. He and his shaken comrades later that day derived satisfaction only from the fact that their artillery was now punishing the Germans in Acul mercilessly, setting much of the small farming community ablaze.

Acul was where Joe Waddle for the first time in his life killed a human being: a young and handsome German soldier whose face he would never be able to forget. For the Tennesseean that memory was perhaps as much the reason for revisiting Acul in April 1997 as was his own close escape. More than half a century after the battle, the veteran’s thoughts as he loafed about the Belgian hamlet’s streets and farmyards were those of men in uniform. Of comrades who had died too young. Of those who had survived and were now fading away. Of the German soldier he had killed and always imagined as having had blond hair though the coalscuttle helmet had in fact kept his head completely hidden.

Nothing in Joe Waddle’s memory of Acul prepared him for his encounter with Mrs. Duplicy that spring day in 1997. Had she lived here all her life? The woman nodded. But where had she been during the battle? In Acul, the woman insisted. Joe Waddle was incredulous. Acul had been razed to the ground by both sides. He had presumed that the inhabitants were gone and had never let them enter his mind. Where exactly had she been then? In the cellar of a stable that was now gone, Mrs. Duplicy explained, with nearly thirty others of the hamlet’s inhabitants. As if by miracle, none of them had been killed or injured. Joe Waddle and Mrs. Duplicy continued to reminisce about the battle for quite some time. The flabbergasted veteran left Acul that spring day with civilians on his mind more than soldiers.1

This book is about people like Mrs. Duplicy. It is a book about the Battle of the Bulge and what it meant for the inhabitants of the region to be caught in the middle of it. Readers of these pages will look in vain, however, for the story of Marthe Monrique. Belgian journalists in the immediate postwar years succeeded in molding Mrs. Monrique into somewhat of a celebrity. They portrayed the woman from Celles as having single-handedly halted the German armored spearhead that got closest to the Meuse River. She was said to have done so on Christmas Eve by feeding the enemy a false story about roads mined all the way to Dinant. The information was said to have made the Germans decide on an alternative route that led to their demise and the end of the steamroller offensive.

Before long, a billboard next to a disabled Panther tank in Celles was proudly claiming this to be the place where Marthe Monrique had brought the German offensive to a halt. No reference here to the Americans who had taken the steam out of the German juggernaut by Christmas Eve or of the British troops guarding the Meuse. No mention either of the crucial role of the Allied air forces in savaging the 2nd Panzer Division’s spearhead in view of the Meuse when the skies finally cleared. Still, no matter how implausible the story, Marthe Monrique became a local legend, and photos have been preserved of Mrs. Monrique posing next to the Panther for visitors right after the war.2

The point is that people needed to believe the story of Marthe Monrique. They found comfort in the knowledge that at least one civilian had been able to stand up to the enemy and, without help from foreign troops, had changed the course of battle. Marthe Monrique thus came to embody everything that the average civilian in reality had not been during the offensive. For many civilians the trauma caused by suffering was deepened by a humiliating feeling of impotence in the face of the overwhelming military power that both warring sides unleashed at them. The fate of the civilians inside the salient was determined by military decisions that they could neither control nor influence. Military people coldly decided what towns and villages were important enough to attack, besiege, or wipe away. Other than fleeing or hiding there was little the civilians could do in response to the military moves. “We feel like we are in God’s hand,” a villager wrote when caught in a furious artillery duel in Assenois on Christmas Day 1944, “and we surrender ourselves to it.”3

To say that the civilians were reactive in the context of a military operation, however, is far from saying that they were merely passive victims. For those who were given the chance in this surprise offensive, the very decision to flee or hide, for example, was the first of many tough calls that could make the difference between life or death. Equally momentous were such decisions as when and where to shelter, how to procure water and food, how to care for the sick and wounded, how to deal with troops taking over their homes, and whether to care for injured soldiers or hide deserters. Soldiers who caught glimpses of the civilians through the fog of battle regularly expressed admiration for the courage they displayed as well as for their resilience, defiance, and solidarity. All of them qualities they shared with the combatants.

It is because of the reactive nature of civilians in the path of war that I have organized the experiences of the salient’s inhabitants into chapters reflecting the raw military logic of the Battle of the Bulge. That battle resulted from Hitler’s decision in September 1944 to try and regain the initiative in the war following the substantial retreat in the east and west. Hitler eventually opted for a major counteroffensive in the west. Harking back to the success of May 1940, he again ordered his generals to plan a major strike through the densely wooded Ardennes of Belgium and Luxembourg. The objective of the counteroffensive was to cross the Meuse as soon as possible and then to break into the open and capture Antwerp. As Hitler saw it, this would mean the loss of a vital port and logistical hub while at the same time dividing British and American armies north and south of the salient. These combined blows might convince the Allies to quit the war, enabling Germany at last to concentrate entirely on defeating the Soviet troops in the east.

Blinded by the belief that the Germans had become too weak by the end of 1944 to launch a major offensive, American commanders smugly ignored overwhelming evidence to the contrary filtering in from the area behind the Ardennes. They continued to use the Ardennes as a training ground for new divisions and a resting area for badly battered ones. The Germans, meanwhile, were refitting divisions pulled off the western and eastern fronts and rebuilding them with new conscripts and convalescent soldiers backed up by tanks and artillery that continued to roll from factories inside the Reich in considerable numbers. When the German offensive started on the morning of December 16, 1944, it took the Allies completely by surprise. Moreover, the Germans now “enjoyed a three-to-one advantage in manpower, a two-to-one advantage in tanks, and general superiority in artillery.”

The attack caused shock and havoc in American ranks. Small units nevertheless succeeded in delaying the enemy long enough on crucial roads and bridges to sap his momentum and allow the Allied command to pour in all available reserves. Though the German force was impressive, it was no longer comparable to that which had smashed through the Ardennes in May 1940. What had changed most was that the Germans lacked fuel and were at a serious disadvantage in air power, the latter explaining why Hitler had launched the offensive during bad weather. The Allies managed to contain the salient by Christmas, when the skies began to clear. They slowly began rolling it back at the start of the new year. A month later the Germans were back at the West Wall where they had started. The failed counter-offensive cost the Germans approximately 100,000 casualties. The British counted 200 dead and 239 wounded. The Americans, who had borne the brunt of the offensive, suffered 19,000 killed, 15,000 captured, and 47,000 wounded.4

None of the military histories of the battle, official or unofficial, that I have consulted in the course of my research mentions the number of civilian casualties, as if these are unrelated or, worse, insignificant. In fact, some battle histories make it appear as if there were no civilians present to begin with. Stephen Ambrose, for example, in the chapter on the Bulge in his best-selling book Citizen Soldiers claims: “If a village had been or was the scene of a battle, its civilian population was usually gone.” Yet the most reliable estimates put the number of civilians who perished during the Battle of the Bulge at around 3,000. This means that for roughly every six American soldiers killed in this battle, one Belgian or Luxembourg noncombatant suffered a similar fate. Even more revealing is the fact that this battle caused such a large number of civilian casualties in a rural area that was only sparsely populated. One official estimate in September 1945 put the number of Belgians who lived in the invaded area at 82,663. That would mean that the battle reduced the civilian population in the Belgian Ardennes by no less than 3 percent.5

About as many civilians lost their lives in the Battle of the Bulge in 1944–45 as did in the attacks against the Twin Towers in New York on September 11, 2001. The fate of the victims lost to terrorism in a matter of hours has been mourned by people around the world ever since. That of the civilians killed in the Battle of the Bulge in a span of six weeks barely registered with a public opinion inured to death in a largely conventional war that would ultimately cost the lives of some fifty million people, more than half of whom were noncombatants. But none of those in the salient who stayed behind without their loved ones could ever be asked to find comfort by putting things in historical perspective. This therefore is the story of the civilians who perished in the Battle of the Bulge. It is a story not of numbers, but of individuals with names and faces. A story that repeated itself in various shapes and forms on the battlefields of World War II and in many wars since.
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Deluge
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Chapter 1

The Northern Shoulder

“She cries and cannot understand.”

The SS-Obergruppenführer was short, burly, and fat-faced. He looked the stereotypical butcher. In fact, Sepp Dietrich had been one in a previous life. But that was before he had met Adolf Hitler. Dietrich, discharged from the army as a sergeant at the end of the Great War, had become part of Hitler’s inner circle when the former corporal was still no more than an aspiring politician. Throughout those uncertain years he had served Hitler loyally, first as his chauffeur, then as his bodyguard. When Hitler finally managed to seize total power in 1933, Dietrich was rewarded with a stellar career for his loyalty. At home, as head of the Führer’s bodyguard, the SS-Leibstandarte Adolf Hitler, Dietrich played a key role in Hitler’s notorious purge of Nazi ranks in 1934. By the time of the Russian campaign, he was heading a full-fledged division, the 1st SS Panzer Division. In the summer of 1944, SS-Gen. Sepp Dietrich had stood in Normandy with an entire panzer corps under his control. Now, in December 1944, the even bigger Sixth Panzer Army was entirely his, lurching behind the West Wall, poised to deal the main blow in the Führer’s daring counteroffensive.1

Some admired Dietrich for his bravery and the utter ruthlessness with which he had waged war on the eastern front. Army generals worried about his drinking habits and rated him capable at best of commanding a division. They had thought it wise to team him up with the smart and experienced Fritz Kraemer as the Sixth Panzer Army’s chief of staff. All that mattered to Hitler, however, was Dietrich’s unwavering loyalty, a quality the Führer had come to appreciate even more in his “old fighters” since the failed attempt against his life orchestrated by army officers in the summer of 1944. Hitler had been adamant that the main effort of the counteroffensive should be assigned to his crony. Sepp Dietrich’s Sixth Panzer Army would form the crucial northern prong. It was to jump off between Monschau in the north and the Losheim Gap in the south, waltz across the Elsenborn Ridge and the Hautes Fagnes plateau, cross the Meuse River on both sides of Liège, and capture the richest prize: the Belgian port and Allied logistical hub of Antwerp.2

[image: f0004-01]

To accomplish all this, Hitler made sure to equip Dietrich with a formidable iron fist, making his by far the strongest of the three armies designated for the Ardennes. Dietrich was given command over all the SS panzer divisions available for the offensive, four crack divisions in all: the 1st and 12th would bear the brunt; the 2nd and 9th would form the second wave. These panzer divisions would operate in combination with a parachute division and the infantry of one Panzergrenadier and four Volksgrenadier divisions. Counting attached separate units, the Sixth Panzer Army fielded no fewer than eight hundred assault guns and tanks (including most of the Königstiger or King Tigers) and, with one thousand pieces, more artillery and rocket launchers than the Fifth Panzer and Seventh Armies combined.3

1

Dietrich’s iron fist was to smash a hole through the middle section of the German-Belgian border. In doing so, his troops would immediately spill into that part of Belgium known as the Ostkantone. From north to south, the East Cantons were made up of Malmedy, Eupen, and St. Vith. Spread out across gently rolling hills cupping a marshy plateau, the region was home to a people made up mostly of farmers scattered across a patchwork of small, tightly knit communities. Dense forests, a stubborn earth, and hard winters had taught them diligence as much as humility. Taciturn faces bespoke a leaden past. For the East Cantons were a typical borderland, marked by torn identities and divided loyalties.

The population of the Belgian Ardennes is composed primarily of French-speaking Walloons. But if Malmedy cherished its ancient Romanic roots and spoke a Walloon dialect, Eupen and St. Vith displayed a distinct Germanic heritage in customs and language. Before the age of leviathan nations, Malmedy had been happy to form a minuscule abbatial principality with sister-city Stavelot. St. Vith had belonged to the duchy of Luxembourg, Eupen to the modest duchy of Limbourg. But revolutionary winds had swept away the ancient order and, one by one, the principalities had been swallowed up by France in 1795. When Napoleon’s empire collapsed in 1815, people in the three territories woke up to learn that they had been made subjects of the king of Prussia. Reorganized into Kreise they would remain part of Germany for more than a hundred years. A long century of assimilation left an indelible imprint on the region, and even in Malmedy French had grudgingly begun to make way for the German language. But then the Great War had erupted, sucking the newly formed Germans of this borderland into a maelstrom that in 1920 would spit them out as Belgians.4

Belgium had been quick to make political capital out of its fame as the Great War’s “martyr country.” In the grip of feverish nationalism and expansionism when it emerged from the war victorious, Belgium’s representatives at the Versailles Conference lined up a battery of arguments to justify annexation of the Kreise on its eastern border. If the ethnic argument carried some weight where it concerned Malmedy, historical arguments were distorted to make Eupen and St. Vith, too, fit the Belgian mold. Much more straightforward was Belgium’s claim to the region as compensation for huge damages suffered during the war. Moreover, control over the Hautes Fagnes plateau and the Elsenborn Ridge would provide Belgium with a strategic edge over Germany, thus—it was hoped—preventing history from repeating itself. The upshot had been Article 34 of the Versailles Treaty: Belgium was awarded the German borderland it had claimed, but on the condition that a majority of the region’s inhabitants declared themselves in favor of the annexation. Officials so manipulated the 1920 plebiscite in their country’s favor that the vote became known as “the little Belgian farce.” Overnight some sixty-four thousand frontier Germans were transformed into as many borderland Belgians. The Kreise were duly reorganized into cantons.5

How bitterly divided the people in the East Cantons became over the annexation in the next two decades was best demonstrated in the Belgian parliamentary election of April 1939. On the eve of the war, slightly more than 45 percent of people in the border region voted for the Heimattreue Front, which advocated return to the Reich. The others cast their ballot for a mixture of largely pro-Belgian parties, with 38 percent of the total vote going to the Catholic party. To complicate matters further, a vote for a pro-German party in this deeply Catholic region did not necessarily entail support for a Nazi ideology that the inhabitants knew to possess a suspiciously anticlerical, if not antireligious, streak. Nevertheless, with Hitler’s Germany growing stronger by the day, many in the East Cantons were irresistibly drawn to their mighty neighbor. They were lured by jobs that beckoned across the border while Belgium was still depression-ridden. Many even brought home good money from work on the West Wall (the Siegfried Line) when construction started along the right bank of the Rhine in 1936. Young German-speaking Belgians felt humiliated by the fact that they were made to serve in their new country’s army but were relegated to auxiliary units where they could not carry arms. By late 1939 they were deserting in droves, finding a much warmer welcome in military units on the other side of the border.6

When Hitler’s troops, in some cases spearheaded by reconnaissance troops composed of men from the Ostkantone, invaded Belgium in May 1940, large parts of the population in the border region enthusiastically cheered them. On May 18, ten days before Belgium had even capitulated, Hitler announced the Reich’s annexation of the border areas. “Inwardly,” the Führer noted in his decree, “they have always remained connected with Germany.” The decree declared the region part of the German Rheinprovinz, and its cantons were once more organized into Kreise; the Reichsmark was introduced as early as June. Yet, even though they had been part of Belgium for less than a generation, people quickly noticed they were now being treated like second-class citizens in their newly found fatherland, too. They were referred to slightingly as Rucksackdeutsche to indicate the transitory nature of their nationality. Disappointingly few of the leading figures in the Heimattreue Front were trusted with key posts in the new German administration installed in the frontier Kreise. Moreover, people learned what it meant to have returned not just to Germany but to Nazi Germany. Anti-Catholic attitudes were soon creating friction. Those voicing opposition to the totalitarian regime disappeared into concentration camps like so many others across Europe. Nothing would cause more pain and unrest, however, than the conscription laws that began whisking away increasing numbers of young men after Hitler launched his war against Russia in June 1941. The small community would see no less than 8,700 men march off in German uniform. Two thousand of them would never return; another 1,600 would come back invalids. Some 1,000 draft dodgers went into hiding, many fleeing to Belgium, many joining the resistance. Left behind with too few hands to continue all of the backbreaking farm work and with increasing numbers of them in mourning, people in the former Ostkantone by the time of the Normandy invasion in June 1944 were looking forward to yet another liberation.7

Liberation would come even before the summer of 1944 was over. Late in August the Allied armies broke free at last from the hedgerow shackles of Normandy. The breakout was followed by a hot pursuit of German troops who seemed to have in mind just one more goal: to find safety behind the immense West Wall protecting the mother country. Already early in September, after a breathtaking race across northern France, Allied armies were crossing the Belgian and Luxembourg borders. The Germans put up little resistance, allowing both small countries to be liberated with minimum destruction and bloodshed. Within days, and after some resistance at Dinant, American troops of Collins’s VII Corps were crossing the Meuse, the last natural barrier of significance in front of the West Wall. Nothing remained to slow the advance but the lack of fuel and the crowds of near hysterical civilians. People in Liège climbed on the tanks of the 3rd Armored Division begging for guns. Meanwhile, Gerow’s V Corps jumped the Meuse without difficulty on September 5; then marched through the Ardennes in southeastern Belgium and Luxembourg as if with seven-league boots. American troops were about to rub up against the West Wall.8

Though many had helped build it, the German-speaking former Belgians fell outside the West Wall. Caught between Allied armor and German concrete, there was nothing the people of the former Ostkantone could do but wait and hope for the best under what would be yet another alien regime. Many of the local party faithfuls had joined German-bound convoys. The overwhelming majority of the people, however, had stayed put. What was there to be found in Germany but death and destruction wrought by Allied bombers? Anyway, inhabitants of this border region were hopelessly rooted in their particular stretch of land for livelihood as much as identity.9
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In Bütgenbach, barely three miles south of Elsenborn, Mrs. von Monschaw had waited for the arrival of Allied troops with a nervous mixture of trepidation and anticipation. She was German in blood and bone. But her husband had also been the first mayor of St. Vith after the area’s annexation by Belgium. The Nazis had deemed this sufficient reason for them to seize her possessions in St. Vith and force her, at the age of sixty-one, into a home for the elderly in Bütgenbach, some eleven miles north of her hometown. Later she was at least given permission to move into a modest home in Bütgenbach. Though Mrs. von Monschaw realized that because of her language and roots the Allies would consider her one of the enemy, she could not help but wish for their speedy arrival.

The first tangible signs of her wishes being answered materialized on Saturday, September 2, 1944, when long columns of German vehicles began roaring through town on their way back from France. Day after day the retreat continued unabated, tanks and trucks chasing after one another as if afraid of being left behind, turrets and roofs camouflaged with foliage in vain attempts to outwit an enemy air force reigning supreme. At night exhausted German soldiers bellowed at people to get out of their beds and onto the streets, threatening to shoot those who lingered. Long military trains stood for hours in Bütgenbach station, hissing impatiently, the soldiers inside clamoring for food. On September 9 a mixture of horse-drawn wagons rumbled by loaded with old men and loot. Allied fighter-bombers specked the air, diving and climbing “like butterflies.” Refugees began arriving from Malmedy and St. Vith. Many people in Bütgenbach took to their cellars; others joined the refugees. On September 11 Russian auxiliary troops limped by on foot. In the morning smoke billowed from Rocherath; in the afternoon dark clouds mushroomed over Elsenborn. The next day heavy artillery salvos boomed back and forth over Bütgenbach from morning till night. Then the Germans blew the bridges. The power was cut. Bütgenbach slid into darkness.

The first American vehicles appeared in town on the morning of September 13. “They were all remarkably silent,” a surprised Mrs. von Monschaw jotted in her diary, “even the tanks rolled by on rubber wheels.” Given the fact that the Americans had just entered German-speaking territory, the inhabitants found them remarkably amiable. They immediately proceeded to smash the busts of Hitler in Bütgenbach’s town hall and to remove all of the Führer’s portraits from the town’s schools. They also imposed a curfew, prohibited large gatherings, and announced a series of additional security measures. Other than that, however, American troops caused the inhabitants no serious nuisance.10

Throughout the Ostkantone people had similar experiences with the GIs. Not even the Frontläufer, Gestapo agents infiltrating the newly occupied Kreise in search of military intelligence and news of the mood among the civilian population, could deny that the relationship with the American occupation forces was, in general, remarkably good. They had won the people’s hearts and minds in a matter of days, so the reports to the Sicherheitsdienst read, by showering children with chocolate and generously distributing foodstuffs and cigarettes among the general populace. Most importantly, one agent claimed, time and again people told him that “under American rule they had again acquired a free life, whereas under the Germans everything had been dealt with too strictly and harshly.” The same agent could not but conclude—his report corroborated by fellow spies—that “the population in the American-occupied territories were absolutely besotted with the Americans.”

Already by October, however, Gestapo reports were signaling that the infatuation had started to wear off. Civilian food distribution remained a problem throughout much of Belgium and was even more of a headache in the isolated Ardennes. American military authorities appeared unable or unwilling to clamp down on the internecine feuds that had flared up again between pro-Belgian and pro-German factions. Civilians, the Reich’s agents noted, were ratting on those who had collaborated with German occupation forces, people were being arrested or falling victim to mob justice, and so-called resistance groups were terrorizing communities with exorbitant requisitioning demands.11

Still, the most disheartening events by far were to take place early in October. In the heady days of September, when troops were steamrolling toward the Rhine, soldiers and civilians alike had been convinced that nothing would be able to stop the Allied momentum, not even the West Wall’s bunkers and dragon teeth. By mid-September, Collins’s VII Corps had been deployed along a front from Herve, eleven miles east of Liège, to Malmedy, while Gerow’s V Corps had taken up positions on a line running from St. Vith to Echternach in Luxembourg. The West Wall was in sight, and behind it was the enemy’s lair. Victory seemed at hand. But the long pursuit had left Allied troops thoroughly exhausted. Logistical lines were stretched to the breaking point. Lack of maintenance and repair had worn down equipment. Meanwhile, troops probing West Wall positions reported stiff resistance: the Germans appeared to have decided to make a stand. With German soil within reach, the pursuit had ground to a halt.12

This also meant that large numbers of civilians in the Ostkantone now lived dangerously close to what threatened to remain a front line for quite some time. German shells lobbed into villages near the West Wall were constant reminders of the fact that the war was not over yet. Military authorities were concerned about noncombatant casualties, but they also feared that the presence of civilians might hamper operations. Above all, they regarded the German-speaking inhabitants as security risks. Even if they did not actively engage in spying or sabotage, the population inevitably formed a sea in which enemy agents could move about unnoticed by counterintelligence. So thin were American lines in this sector, for instance, that German soldiers from the Ostkantone occasionally slipped through to spend time with their family and girlfriends. Gestapo infiltrators wheedled information from unsuspecting civilians by pretending to be German deserters.13

For all these reasons, American military authorities by the end of the first week of October announced a decision that sent shock waves through the region: the civilian population was to be evacuated. Between October 5 and 9 people in the Ostkantone closest to the West Wall at very short notice were told to pack some clothing, assemble at town halls and churches, and climb onto trucks that would carry them to the rear, sometimes as far away as Spa and Verviers. In the area north of the Losheim Gap alone, an estimated ten thousand people were evacuated to areas further west. Only a carefully selected handful of people were allowed to stay in each village to take care of the animals and what remained to be harvested. Emotional scenes unfolded in the assembly areas on the mornings of departure. No one knew what would happen to home, cattle, and field. No one knew who would take care of them or where they might be going. No one could tell when they would be back. Military authorities assured them that it would only be a few days or weeks. By mid-December, on the eve of the German counteroffensive, many still had not received permission to return home.
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In the heart of the Losheim Gap, in the village of Afst, the early morning hours of Saturday, December 16 were cold as death. No one had bothered to send out patrols. A sprinkling of American soldiers were fast asleep in three of the village’s abandoned houses. Nearly 90 percent of the area’s inhabitants had been evacuated the previous month, leaving only ten civilians in Afst. Peter Jenniges, his wife, and their two children—the only youngsters left in the village—were tucked in beneath their warm down blankets. The family had returned to the upstairs bedrooms some time ago. The cellar, filled with potatoes, had been much too cramped and uncomfortable. Besides, they had convinced themselves that a direct hit on the house would leave them not much safer in the cellar. Like most nights, they slept a restless sleep, tossing and turning nervously. Ever since the Americans had arrived, Afst had come under German artillery fire from behind the West Wall for at least half an hour every day. Most houses had received damage of some kind.

That morning, around 5:30, the Germans added yet another day to their routine. But this time Peter Jenniges noted straightaway that they were putting remarkable energy in their shelling. He was wide awake even before an explosion shook their house. While his family rushed to the cellar, he quickly assessed the damage. The kitchen windows had been shattered. Smoke and an acrid powder were sucked in by an icy draft. Then he suddenly noticed a bright light dance through one of the windows. He was outside in the blink of an eye. The hay, stacked in a loft attached to the house, was on fire. Water from a couple of buckets made no difference. Within minutes the house itself was ablaze. Mrs. Jenniges darted in and out to save some belongings. Peter Jenniges hurried to drive the cows from the stable, the thunder of explosions drowning out the animals’ fearful bellowing. As their home turned into a torch, they bolted to the nearest building, escaping American machine-gun fire by a hair’s breadth.14

By noon the Jenniges home and several other buildings in Afst were nothing but smoldering ruins. Large numbers of German troops continued to pour into the Losheim Gap. That gap, a seven-mile-wide valley north of the Schnee Eifel, was Germany’s historical passage to the west. German armies on their way to France had invaded Belgium through this corridor in 1870, in 1914, and again in 1940. At a time when most Allies were convinced that the enemy was too weak to launch a major counteroffensive anywhere in the west, no one had expected the Germans to come down this corridor once again. The 14th U.S. Cavalry Group formed a thin line in the gap, leaving virtually wide open the two northernmost miles that stretched toward the 99th Infantry Division. It was in part because of these weak defenses that Hitler had gambled on sending some of his best divisions through the Losheim Gap for a fourth time in recent memory. While the extreme right flank of von Manteuffel’s Fifth Panzer Army poured through the corridor near the tip of the Schnee Eifel, poised to turn southwest toward St. Vith, troops forming Dietrich’s left flank somewhat further north ripped through the gap on their way west.15

Although men of the 99th Division managed to delay a column of the 12th SS Panzer Division long enough to get Dietrich fuming, his other divisions—the 3rd Parachute, 12th Volksgrenadier, and 1st SS Panzer—smashed through the Losheim Gap, throwing the 14th Cavalry Group totally off balance. As the Americans beat a hasty and disorderly retreat on the afternoon of December 16, the narrow streets of Manderfeld, a village just west of Afst, jammed with vehicles. “Hysterical civilians ran alongside, begging to be taken along. Others, German at heart, stood by smiling and nodding.” As American troops scrambled to fall back on the next village, they “set fire to several buildings solely in order to burn important papers.” Several miles to the west, in Holzheim, GIs found the villagers “cool, almost hostile, clearing their houses of all traces of American occupation.”16

Amidst the commotion in Manderfeld, Mathias Heinzius and his sister decided to stay put so as to keep an eye on the family farm. Earlier that Saturday their father and uncle had grabbed a knapsack, stuffed it with ham and bread, and hurried to the road leading west. By dusk the refugees had vanished from the roads. “We are the last ones,” GIs abandoning the village warned Mathias that evening, “you are now in no-man’s-land.” For Mathias and his sister the hours that followed would be the worst of the offensive. Shell fire during the day had killed five villagers, three of them small children. At night terrifying artillery barrages continued to pound Manderfeld from all sides, rocking the village like the spasms of a quake. Only at dawn did things quiet down. Mathias stole a blurred glance through the kitchen window. He saw nothing but cratered fields and blackened snow. Then through the ringing in his ears he detected a monotonous clanking. He crept to another window and in the grayish morning light made out the contours of half-tracks and tanks. The vehicles crept past the farm, grating and squeaking as if no one had bothered to oil them. The metallic grind was punctuated by gruff cries and orders. “It was all so different from the Americans,” Mathias thought. It was Sunday, December 17, and the Germans had just returned to Manderfeld.17

For several days, Heinrich Maus in Holzheim had been closely watching the German troops passing through from Manderfeld. First, assault troops had roared by; then supporting units had begun arriving. He knew it could only mean that Krewinkel, a village in the heart of the Losheim Gap, on the crossroad just south of Afst, was firmly back in the hands of Hitler’s army. Heinrich Maus had been living in Holzheim since the Americans had forced people in Krewinkel to evacuate early in October. With Christmas now only a few days away, he decided it was time to go home. He hitched the animals to the wagon, helped his wife and three children onto it, and set off in the direction of the West Wall.

Maus, a wiry forty-one-year-old with vivid eyes, was glad to be heading for familiar surroundings. This was the second time he had been forced to abandon his beloved village for Holzheim in barely four months. Following the annexation by Germany in 1940, he had accepted the post of Ortsbauernführer for Krewinkel and vicinity. He had not taken on the role of local farm leader for ideological reasons. In fact, he had steadfastly refused to become a member of the Nazi Party. But he had reasoned that the post would enable him to keep an eye out on behalf of the community by the time the inevitable German demands for agricultural contributions came pouring in, as he remembered they had during the Great War. For nearly four years he had played the vital but thankless task of moderating between farmers and occupiers. Then, as the Allies raced toward Belgium in the late summer of 1944, the Germans had given him an order he could not possibly obey. To prevent anything in the former Ostkantone from falling into the hands of Allied troops, the Ortsbauernführer were to lead the villagers, their belongings, and their cattle into the Reich behind the West Wall. Like many others, Heinrich Maus had ignored the order. Instead, he and a number of neighbors had fled west. They had tended their cattle in the woods near Holzheim until they were satisfied the Americans were thoroughly in charge of Krewinkel.

As Heinrich Maus entered Krewinkel on that cold December day, he was surprised to see how drastically the fortunes of war had altered the appearance of his village in less than a week. The sleepy spot that had housed no more than a handful of GIs was now bustling with vehicles and bursting at the seams with soldiers. His own farm had been taken over by SS troops. They were kind to the farmer and his family, offering them some sausage and hot drinks. Thinking that the family had returned home from behind the West Wall, on the heels of their German liberators, they were curious to learn where in the Reich Heinrich Maus had stayed all that time. When the Germans looked Holzheim up on their map and realized that the farmer had just returned from the American side, the mood turned uncomfortably cool.

The following morning two officers came to get Heinrich Maus for questioning at the presbytery. For close to three hours he was grilled by five members of the Gestapo as to why he had chosen to flee in the direction of the enemy rather than follow German troops across the West Wall. When asked where the other villagers had gone, Heinrich Maus could only answer that they, too, were hiding out west. “Ah, all on the side of the Americans!” a Gestapo officer remarked sardonically. Another agent wanted to know if the village’s Ortsbauernführer had not been ordered to ensure the entire community’s withdrawal behind the West Wall? Heinrich Maus turned cold. Who, the agent insisted, had held that post in Krewinkel? More villagers were on their way back to Krewinkel, and Heinrich Maus knew he would be found out sooner or later. With pounding heart, he stammered out that he had been the Ortsbauernführer. The agents jumped up. The confession so enraged the incredulous Gestapo that they told him they had the right to shoot him on the spot. For the moment, however, they decided to send him home pending their verdict.

For several days they left him to think things over in mortal fear. As his house was crawling with SS, escape was impossible. Anyway, he could not leave his family behind. Then one morning the Gestapo came to get him. He was told to take a spade and an axe. They were going to the cemetery, they said, to bury the dead. Heinrich Maus knew he would be digging his own grave, for Krewinkel did not have a cemetery of its own. As they neared the church, however, he felt a rush of relief. Dozens of Germans lay dead in a nearby field. They had fallen in the opening days of the offensive. Together with Russian auxiliary troops, who had already stacked the corpses in neat rows, Heinrich Maus was to provide the soldiers with a decent resting place. The farmer’s punishment for disloyalty was hard and morbid labor, but he would live.18
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The Gestapo was never given a chance to settle in Krinkelt-Rocherath. Like the Losheim Gap, control of this area several miles further north was critical to the success of Dietrich’s Sixth Panzer Army. The 12th and 277th Volksgrenadier Divisions were to gain control over a number of forest trails leading to the frontier villages, thus gaining access for the SS panzer divisions to routes beyond the villages, especially those in Bütgenbach, leading all the way to Liège and the Meuse.19

The carefully designed German plans would never be executed beyond the bloody fight for Krinkelt-Rocherath. Wedged between the Elsenborn Ridge and the West Wall, some eight miles northwest of Krewinkel, the twin villages lay so close to each other they had become entangled. They had suffered more than others when the Americans arrived in September 1944. As the Germans tried to hold on to the villages for several days, four homes were reduced to ashes. On September 20, two inhabitants were blown up by a mine. From behind the West Wall, German artillery continued to harass the villages daily, and on October 7 American authorities decided to have the people evacuated. A small number of inhabitants (some seventy-four men and fourteen women) received permission to stay behind to take care of some three thousand head of cattle. So many animals had been killed or wounded by German shells that the Americans had allowed an inhabitant to perform emergency slaughters and transport the meat to the evacuees further west. There the uprooted had been as happy with the news from home as with the meat.

The news that an American lieutenant brought back to Krinkelt-Rocherath on the afternoon of December 16 from his foxhole in the forest to the east was much less welcome. “The Germans,” he announced with a grave face, “are on their way back.” Enemy artillery had been booming throughout the day, but then again it had been doing so off and on for the past three months. But the lieutenant soon turned out to be right: this time things were different. “Mama, Hedwig, Papa,” a frantic GI yelled to the Josten family in their beds upstairs, “hurry to the cellar, the Germans are shelling.” It was four in the morning on Sunday, December 17. Two of the GI’s comrades were already dead. Krinkelt-Rocherath was under attack.

German and American fire that Sunday rocked the houses on their foundations. In the evening, Franz Halmes nervously asked an officer for a document that would provide him safe passage through American lines on his way to Elsenborn. But the American calmed him down, promising that if his troops were to leave, they would take all civilians with them. When Mr. Halmes emerged from his cellar the following morning, not a single soldier remained in the house. Some bandages and first-aid kits were all the GIs had left behind.20

The front line now ran right through the village. American soldiers were falling back from certain houses, but they were not abandoning Krinkelt-Rocherath. For that the stakes were too high. Inexperienced as they were, soldiers from the 99th Infantry Division were to make a stand at the hamlets in order to help save the crack “Indianhead” division. Some four miles further north, at the Wahlerscheid crossroads, the 2nd Infantry Division had launched an offensive on December 13 aimed at breaching the West Wall. The only way back for the division was a long and narrow forest road leading into Krinkelt-Rocherath. If the Germans took the hamlets, the famous division would be cut off.21

As wave upon wave of German troops threw themselves against the American defenses in and around the Belgian frontier villages, the remaining civilians found themselves trapped in the full fury of combat. First, the 277th Volksgrenadier Division stormed the villages. Then the steel force of the 12th SS Panzer Division was unleashed. Americans turned even the Krinkelt church into a fort, their Sherman tanks hiding behind the thick stone walls. Two German Panthers retaliated by firing point blank into the ancient masonry. In the cellar of number 65 on Rocherath’s main street, Johann and Maria Droesch and their daughter Hedwig huddled together as enemy tanks systematically blasted houses suspected of harboring GIs. The family shuddered to think what would happen if the Germans took control of the villages. They were ardent anti-Nazis and in September the Americans had made one son, Paul, mayor of Krinkelt-Rocherath and nearby Wirtzfeld. Paul Droesch had been an active member of the resistance during the occupation and had served as a guide to American patrols probing the West Wall.22

During a lull on Monday morning, Hedwig decided to risk having a look upstairs. The German wounded were spread out on the ground floor. Gas masks, helmets, shell fragments, and debris littered the street. Houses were burning left and right. There was nothing left to eat. Even as her father darted to the stable to milk a cow, a new wave of violence rolled across the street. They tumbled back into the cellar, crying and praying with some of the neighbors.23

Across the street, two women, Thelka Palm and Suzanne Faymonville, were doing exactly the same. Then suddenly an American rifleman ambushed an SS officer. The victim, bleeding profusely, fled in the direction of the Palm house. Excited soldiers burst into the cellar, threatening to kill the two women if their officer was not found right away. As the SS recovered their commander, the women bolted out of the door and across the street, swelling the Droesch cellar to close to a dozen overwrought civilians.24

People in and around Krinkelt-Rocherath could now think of only one thing: escaping in order to save their own lives. That was easier said than done. In the confusion of battle many who thought they were heading for the American lines ran straight into the arms of German troops. The agitated soldiers did not make light of their ethnic brethren’s disloyalty. Trying to slip away from their cellar in Rocherath, one group of civilians under a hail of fire crawled across the street, only to bump up against a row of tanks. Annoyed SS crews demanded to know what civilians were still doing in the combat zone. “Why aren’t you a soldier?” an SS officer questioned one of the men. “What would you say,” he taunted, “if we took you with us?” The group hurried on to where they suspected the Americans to be, but a German again barred the way. “You can’t get through,” he barked. “In the next house, fifty meters from here, there are Americans.” The civilians just stared at him. “If you go there,” he warned, “I’ll shoot you in the back!” The group turned on their heels, once again running a gauntlet of fire, bursting out at the village’s other end and into German-held Mürringen.25

The American lines were also fraught with danger. At five o’clock on Monday morning, with the enemy on the outskirts of Mürringen, two men and two women stole away from their village in the direction of Wirtzfeld. GIs manning an advance post, their nerves on edge, fired before asking questions. They hit Peter Hepp in the head. As his companions dropped to the ground, all they could do was listen to him whisper, “I am dead.” Guilty of nothing more than having come from the German side, the surviving civilians were treated with suspicion rather than compassion. They were led away to Krinkelt and then carried off to Elsenborn. There they were subjected to a thorough interrogation, only to be released again still further to the rear, in Robertville.26

In Rocherath on Tuesday, people in the Droesch cellar were unable to hold out any longer. Eleven destroyed German tanks littered the streets in a radius of no more than 220 yards. Around noon GIs stumbled down the basement steps with news that the wooden shed was ablaze and that the fire was spreading to the house. The inhabitants were told to make a run for it to Wirtzfeld. Under the cover of small-arms fire, seven women and four men, with their heads down, catapulted themselves out of the house. Breathless they reached the approaches to Wirtzfeld along which the hardened 2nd Infantry Division was digging in. A morose American snapped at them to get the hell back to where they had come from. As they desperately tried to explain to him that they couldn’t, that their house was on fire, a lieutenant stepped forward, reprimanding the soldier for his insensitivity. “Can’t you see the state these poor people are in?” he glowered. Then the officer asked the civilians in fine French where they were from. “Rocherath,” Hedwig Droesch stammered. She noticed that the troops were preparing hot drinks. When she begged for some coffee for her mother, seven or eight GIs obliged, thronging around them with their cups. It was the first warm liquid the villagers had tasted in three days, but they could not drink. So shot were their nerves that their trembling hands failed to bring the cups to their lips. The soldiers, tears in their eyes, made them sip like children.27

Despite constant German hammering, the “Indianhead” soldiers held on to the Krinkelt-Rocherath-Wirtzfeld area long enough to allow 99th Division troops to begin falling back to the Elsenborn Ridge. Late on Tuesday, they themselves followed suit. Civilians filtered into the new defense line together with the Americans. They joined some thirty inhabitants of Elsenborn village who had been allowed to remain behind in October. Most were men who were responsible for tending animals and harvesting potatoes. But a handful of women, too, had stayed to care for the very old, including a blind man who was too infirm to be transported. The people in Elsenborn were jittery. Already in September, troops had decided to have it out near their village in two frightful days that had claimed civilian casualties. Bewildered refugees trickling in from the villages that had just been abandoned to the Germans made an already tense atmosphere worse. Those who had escaped from Rocherath spoke of a Wirtz Creek red with the blood of soldiers.28

Tension rose in Elsenborn with each passing hour. As ever more German shells began to find their way into the village, American troops grew increasingly suspicious of the civilians in their midst. An order came down prohibiting civilians from leaving their cellars after sundown. With water mains ruptured, this meant that the few farmers left had to scoop or pump enough water for thousands of animals before five o’clock in the afternoon, all the while dodging artillery fire. GIs in Elsenborn found it hard to believe civilians who claimed they had escaped from the hell of Krinkelt-Rocherath. They began suspecting German infiltrators everywhere. One morning everyone hiding in the cellar of Nikolaus Schommers’s home was rounded up and taken to an Elsenborn inn for interrogation. They were accused of having sent light signals to the Germans at night from the upstairs windows. Closer investigation revealed that the light had, in fact, come from careless GIs. Wilhelm Marx another day found himself under arrest for incitement, only to be released three days later. All he had done was plead with the GIs to have the civilians evacuated before it was too late. On Christmas Day the Americans decided Wilhelm Marx had been right after all. They hurriedly trucked all civilians still in Elsenborn to the rear.29

German shells reached Elsenborn, but German soldiers never did. Aware of the tremendous importance of jamming the offensive’s northern shoulder to prevent the Bulge from widening, American troops from all sides rushed artillery reinforcements to the Elsenborn Ridge. More than three hundred guns of various types were amassed on or near the escarpment. They were strengthened by tanks and tank destroyers plus a battalion of chemical mortars. “The booming of guns grew ever louder and continued throughout the night,” a villager in Nidrum, one mile southwest of Elsenborn, wrote in his diary on December 19. “Ever more guns are being lined up to as close as one hundred meters from our house.” Before long, German troops in the Krinkelt-Rocherath-Wirtzfeld area were blasted to a halt. Within days American artillery batteries from the Elsenborn Ridge were capable of laying ferocious concentrations of fire on objectives across the northern rim of the Bulge, turning into deathtraps villages as far away as ten miles.30

In the days following Christmas it became clear to people living in the shadow of the Elsenborn Ridge that the Germans would never be able to penetrate the deadly wall of steel the Americans had thrown up around them. Though this made them breathe more easily, it did not mean they were spared all of war’s miseries. So many Americans were stationed in Nidrum, for example, that each house was estimated to hold between thirty and forty soldiers. Careless GIs rigged makeshift heating devices in every room and even in the stables. On the last day of the year one of the village’s farmhouses caught fire. The death toll, a villager noted, was “something to cry over.” “Four high-quality cows in calf are burned,” he detailed. “Two sows, in farrow for January, and one fat hog are also burned.” In the dead of winter, with food supplies cut off, his was just one of many families who saw their means of subsistence wiped out. In the early days of the new year, the first farmers brave enough to return to Elsenborn from evacuation beheld a spectacle that cut right through their hearts. In homes that had escaped shelling, American combat troops had rampaged. Much of what had not been looted had been destroyed or thrown into the streets. Soldiers had fed the cattle with fodder that had been at hand, but they had not found the time to haul water to the stables. Many animals lay dead, their necks twisted in chains.31
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The Americans were stonewalling the enemy at Krinkelt-Rocherath. But Gen. Sepp Dietrich was, if anything, stubborn. On Monday, December 18, he decided to try to get access to the Bütgenbach roads by launching the main thrust slightly farther south. That evening he ordered the badly mauled 12th SS Panzer Division to move down to the crossroads at Losheimergraben and from there to swing northwest to Bütgenbach via Hünningen and Büllingen.32

Like so many other villages close to the West Wall, Hünningen had been evacuated on a soft and sunny autumn morning. By noon of Thursday, October 5, of about four hundred inhabitants only eight remained in an eerily quiet village. The six men and two women had found it impossible, however, to take care of the livestock of close to sixty farms. In response to the cattlemen’s pleas, the Americans had allowed another seventy villagers to trickle back by the day the Germans unleashed their counteroffensive.33

Though the village was startled by sporadic shell fire in the early hours of December 16, the rest of the day remained fairly calm. In late afternoon, however, rumors began flying back and forth of German troops advancing on Honsfeld, just southwest of Hünningen. At dark the shelling so increased in intensity that the villagers decided to sit out the night in their cellars. Dawn found Mathias Jouck in a state of panic. He and some neighbors decided it might still be possible to outrun the Germans. They were wrong. They had just left Hünningen when German machine-gun fire from the Honsfeld-Büllingen road took them for targets. They fled to a nearby mill where they found two dozen other villagers who had failed in their escape. One of them had been shot in the leg. The group weighed their options. On one hand they were afraid to leave their hiding place, but on the other hand they could not stay in the freezing mill much longer the way they were. The following morning a group of four women and five men rose, their joints stiff with cold. They were heading back for Hünningen to get food and extra clothing.

A wintry silence hung over the road leading into the village. Hünningen appeared utterly deserted. Then suddenly, as the villagers rounded the last curve, they heard loud yells. No one understood what had been said. As they were deciding what to do, machine guns opened fire. The villagers scurried to safety. Johann Lux lay dead in the street. Next to him, his brother Egidius hugged the ground. He weakly signaled to the others that he, too, had been hit. After minutes of mayhem, the firing abruptly halted. Two German tanks, soldiers riding on the decks, rumbled toward the villagers who stood with their hands above their heads. The Germans allowed the civilians to carry the wounded Egidius into a nearby house where he lived for another half hour. After they had placed the dead brothers on biers, the villagers were eager to continue into Hünningen. But the soldiers told them to wait until the village was cleared of the enemy. An hour later, the Germans rang the church bells. Hünningen was theirs.34

American artillery on the Elsenborn Ridge had no trouble finding Hünningen’s range. Aware that tanks from the 12th SS Panzer Division had begun moving through the village on Monday night, they blasted away. Some forty-five civilians were still stuck in the village. On Wednesday one of many shells destined for Hünningen exploded right in the Jost courtyard, killing three German soldiers as well as sixty-two-year-old farmer Josef Schmitz. Shell fragments so mauled Mathias Jouck, who just days earlier had been lucky to survive German bullets, that a military ambulance had to rush him to Germany.

The following day Josef Schmitz still lay where he had fallen. In the rain of shells it took German soldiers to help civilians dig a grave and drag the body to the cemetery on a piece of canvas. An attempt to bury Johann and Egidius Lux could not be undertaken before Saturday, almost a week after they had been killed. While three men hewed graves from the frozen earth, three others used a horse-drawn wagon to carry the corpses along a distance of slightly more than a mile. The group of six labored the better part of the day. Countless times the work of both teams had to be interrupted to seek cover. Only when dark set in did the brothers find rest deep in their village’s hallowed ground.35

In Büllingen, too, the Americans had allowed the number of civilians to increase again in the weeks following the early October evacuation so as to better enable people to take care of their farms. Within the first hours of the offensive on Saturday, one of the town’s houses received a direct hit. On Sunday morning the fire increased to the point where farmer Albert Kohnenmergen needed an hour and a half to traverse the 330 yards from his home to the neighbor’s stables. By noon a Kampfgruppe of the 1st SS Panzer Division dashed through the town on its way west. The following day troops of the 12th SS Panzer Division began arriving for the push against Bütgenbach. The Americans made sure to lay down a curtain of fire. On Tuesday, December 19, the roar of explosions was deafening. One civilian counted 3,500 rounds. In Josef Jouck’s basement, people said their prayers sobbing and crying.36

Trapped in Büllingen, small groups of GIs joined the civilians in their cellars, putting them at risk even more. In the large basement shared by Emma Reuter and other civilians, several dozen Americans were hiding. German soldiers on Tuesday moved down the rows of houses determined to flush the enemy from their hiding places. Before long, hand grenades rolled down Mrs. Reuter’s stairs, forcing the GIs to give themselves up within seconds, yelling: “Don’t shoot! Kameraden, don’t shoot!” In similar fashion close to a hundred Americans were driven into the open from neighboring houses. When in another street a German tank blew a track on an American mine, an NCO snarled at the inhabitants of a nearby home from which GIs were emerging with hands raised, “One should shoot civilians, too.”37

American shelling of Büllingen would continue unabated for weeks. The town was punished with dreadful incendiaries of white phosphorus. In the early morning of December 27, a German soldier warned Mathilde Jouck that the church was burning. She was the town’s sexton and hurried to the church to rescue the most sacred relics. Though the interior was ablaze when she arrived, the girl managed to reach the tabernacle and wrap chalice, consecrated wafers, and monstrance in one of the Mass vestments. Mathilde Jouck braved the searing heat while awaiting a pause in the firing. By the time she bolted from the church it had become a roaring ball of fire hot enough to melt even the giant bell. By early January German soldiers were speaking of “the hell of Büllingen.”38

The ultimate goal of Dietrich’s 12th SS Panzer Division as it swung away from Krinkelt-Rocherath was not Büllingen, but Bütgenbach’s road net some three miles to the northwest. The American evacuation order of October had permitted only a few scores of farmers to stay behind in this town. They had been too few to keep the cows milked on schedule and American authorities had had to install several butchering stations to get rid of excess cattle. Though it pained the farmers, they were glad to know the meat was at least being transported to the evacuees in the rear. The cattlemen in Bütgenbach were joined by several women. They were to take care of Bütgenbach’s old and infirm, most of whom the military authorities had brought together in the town’s convent, which also served as a geriatric hospital. American troops made sure to keep close tabs on the civilians in this important garrison town. Remaining inhabitants were to carry special papers and stay indoors after dusk. They were prohibited from entering a 550-yard radius around the 99th Division headquarters. Many a worried farmer who had tried to slip back to Bütgenbach illegally had been caught by MPs and, after interrogation, sent back to the rear or taken into custody.39

On Sunday, December 17, when news spread that SS troops had been sighted as close as Büllingen, and refugees from this town and Krinkelt-Rocherath hurried by on their way to Malmedy, cold panic gripped those civilians still in Bütgenbach. Klara Kirch had worked closely with the town’s Civil Affairs Detachment. But when the Americans started packing to make room for combat troops and the men asked her to come along, she refused. She simply could not bear the thought of leaving home. As refugees thanked her for allowing them to take in the warmth of her stove before moving on again, they whispered, “May God protect you from the SS!” Klara Kirch wondered what would happen to people the SS considered enemy collaborators.40

Refugees were still trickling through Bütgenbach on Sunday when the first shells started falling. Power lines were cut. On Monday the first buildings went up in flames. Putting out the fires was all but impossible as the water mains had been ruptured. Jittery American troops insisted on enforcing strict security measures even as civilians darted back and forth trying to safeguard each other’s possessions. On Monday evening, Jakob Thomas, the town’s secretary, was on his way to help at the smithy as it was burning out of control in the middle of town. He was promptly arrested for being out on the street during curfew hours.41

Had the 12th SS Panzer Division decided to outflank stubborn American resistance at Krinkelt-Rocherath on Sunday, it would still have found the road from Büllingen to Bütgenbach only lightly defended by small groups of stragglers. When its tanks began arriving in Büllingen late on Monday, however, crucial American reinforcements had already dug in. When Klara Kirch confided to an American officer that she was scared to death of the SS troops gathering in the neighboring town, he quickly reassured her: “Don’t be afraid and stay calm, our SS is on the way.” The reinforcements the officer knew were coming belonged to the 26th Infantry. Late on December 16 the regiment had started south from near Eupen where the entire division was licking its wounds after the terrible battle for the Hürtgen Forest. That division was the Big Red One, one of the most experienced in the U.S. Army. The men of the 26th Infantry had been ordered to bar the way to Bütgenbach. German and American crack troops were about to clash.42

On November 20 Mrs. Mertens had returned from evacuation in Malmedy to her home in Büllingen. On December 20 Germans were drinking coffee in her kitchen. She lived somewhat removed from the town, close to the manor house on the road midway between Büllingen and Bütgenbach. She pointed from her window and asked if the men she could see in the fields higher up belonged to their unit also. “Oh, no,” they replied, “those are Americans.” Mrs. Mertens instantly barricaded herself in the cellar. A father and his daughter who tried to flee the front line were back within minutes. They were all trapped. The battle surged back and forth for three days. Above Mrs. Mertens’s head the house changed hands seven times. Each time she hurried to the well in a nearby field to draw some badly needed water, the guns remained silent. Yet each time she tried to build a fire, shells zeroed in on the smoky chimney for fear that the enemy was being afforded the luxury of warmth.43

A full-blown tank battle raged at Bütgenbach on December 21 and 22 as the frustrated 12th SS Panzer Division tried to force a breakthrough with all the armor it could muster. The situation was critical now, and the Americans quickly herded most of the remaining civilians into the town’s convent. Americans even brought food to the citizens, as they were prohibited from leaving the convent’s cellars under any circumstance. “It can’t be that we will be killed here just like that!” Klara Kirch begged the town doctor who sat next to her in the basement. “If it is our fate,” the Great War veteran calmly replied, “then we will have to accept it.” On both days of the attack several tanks broke through, some hiding within the walls of the geriatric hospital before being picked off by bazooka teams. Fighter-bombers in search of German tanks on December 22 dropped bombs on the town, their force catapulting a cow onto the roof of the Zaun farm and killing at least one civilian. But it was artillery that pummeled the town day after day. American guns in support of the 26th Infantry fired more than ten thousand rounds on December 21 alone. During more than two weeks it was too dangerous to bury civilian dead. For lack of coffins, they were wrapped in blankets and temporarily laid to rest in the church next to the beleaguered convent. It was early January when some twenty-one casualties could finally be laid to rest in a mass grave. Almost all of them were infirm residents from the nursing home whom it had been impossible to evacuate.44
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While soldiers of the 26th Infantry were refusing the 12th SS Panzer Division access to Bütgenbach, some three to four miles further west the Big Red One’s 16th Infantry was beating off attacks by the 3rd Parachute Division at Waimes. The division, elite in name, was only a shadow of its former self. Virtually destroyed in Normandy, it had hastily been reconstructed by drawing heavily on the Luftwaffe’s support ground troops. Most of the division’s officers and men were inexperienced. Many of its soldiers were no more than boys.45

Peeling away from the 1st SS Panzer Division’s fast-moving Kampfgruppe Peiper, whose right flank they were supposed to protect, the paratroopers on Monday, December 18 were in control of Schoppen, a village roughly three miles southeast of Waimes. From Schoppen they managed to fight their way into Faymonville, the final village on the road to Waimes. Once inside the village, however, American artillery from the Elsenborn Ridge firmly pinned them down. Hard as they tried, the German soldiers never made it into Waimes. The stalemate placed Faymonville in the middle of the front line. Though its population had been evacuated on October 8, pleas from the evacuees and the fact that the village was reasonably far removed from the West Wall had made Civil Affairs agree to return all of them to their homes twelve days later. The village in December counted slightly more than six hundred people, most of them women, children, and older men. Most of the young men who during the occupation had not fled or gone into hiding were serving in the German army (some nineteen villagers wearing the uniform had already been killed; several others were missing).46

So unbearable became the shelling during the offensive’s first week that on several occasions Faymonville’s priest, Josef Breuer, begged the Germans to arrange a cease-fire to allow the inhabitants to leave. Two civilians had already been killed when, at around three or four in the morning of Saturday, December 23, a runner brought a message from a German officer. Through it, Josef Breuer learned that the Germans had tried—so they claimed—to negotiate a cease-fire with the Americans but had failed. They now expected the priest to assemble his flock at dawn and evacuate in the direction of German-held Schoppen before noon. Soldiers had been ordered to shoot any civilians moving in another direction. Josef Breuer thought the plan insane. The people would never be ready by noon. Worse, there was no cease-fire in place: the villagers would be moving targets. He flew off to the officers in the presbytery’s shelter. But the Germans were in no mood to listen to the priest’s arguments. “And what,” Josef Breuer challenged them, “if the people refuse to go?” “Then,” said the officer who had sent him the written order, “we will put five or six against the wall, and the matter is resolved.”

At eleven o’clock that morning a long, weary column slogged through snow and dirt on their way to Schoppen. The day was crisp and, for the first time since the start of the offensive, frighteningly clear. American spotter planes instantly reported what were thought to be enemy troops. The column dissolved into chaos as the first shells kicked up earth and ice. When Josef Breuer ran to the German lines to beg them to radio the Americans for a firing pause, three of his flock were already dead, many more badly wounded. The Germans bluntly told the priest there was nothing they could do. Groups of terror-stricken civilians continued to filter into Schoppen throughout the day, filling every nook and cranny of its cellars. At least eight of those who left Faymonville that morning never lived to see their village again.47

German troops from Faymonville never managed to gain control over Waimes. Neither did they get a hold of Weywertz further to the north. But they got close enough to the village to make the few American defenders nervous. On Sunday, December 17, the 16th Infantry reinforcements had not yet arrived. In the morning sporadic enemy fire could be heard, but nothing else happened. Then, early in the afternoon, a tremendous explosion rocked the village. The roar was heard as far as Nidrum. All of Weywertz’s windows were shattered. A malicious black cloud rose from fields just west of the village. A nearby farm was blown away like a house of cards; cows, a horse, a sheep were cut to pieces. Flying glass ripped into the head of a three-year-old boy. GIs rushed a blinded nine-year-old girl to a hospital in Eupen. Without a warning, American soldiers, afraid that the enemy would get a hold of it, had just blown up Weywertz’s huge ammunition depot.48

On Monday, Big Red One infantrymen arrived just in time to dig in south of Weywertz. Hubert Küpper in the evening found himself brewing coffee for a bunch of weary combat soldiers. The GIs had entered his house just hours ago. One of the first things the veterans had done was remove the light bulbs to avoid drawing fire. A couple of hundred yards to the south, Maria Sarlette cooked potatoes until deep in the night. Dirty, disheveled Germans had invited themselves in earlier that day. One paratrooper had asked for a pair of pliers to remove a hobnail from his foot. The men were starving and an officer had asked her to prepare whatever food was available. Many soldiers never tasted the potatoes. They fell asleep were they sat.49

The GIs in Weywertz remained jittery for several days. Not even Doctor Hilgers, slipping in from Bütgenbach from time to time to visit patients, could move about without an American escort. GIs on Christmas Eve combed all of the village’s houses in search of hidden weapons and ammunition. Several German refugees were arrested on suspicion of having cut telephone cables. At the start of the new year, Civil Affairs personnel organized a count of all people residing in Weywertz, issuing men and women official documents, and making it mandatory for all male residents aged twelve and older to have the new papers on them at all times.50
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The exhausted troops of the 3rd Parachute Division never made it past the American foxholes south of Weywertz. The dugouts there were only part of a long defensive line facing south between Waimes and the Bütgenbach-Büllingen road and east where it stretched northward of the latter town. Hardened infantry and awesome firepower had made this northern shoulder impossible to crack even for the powerful Sixth Panzer Army. Ten days after the start of the offensive, Dietrich’s SS panzer divisions were being siphoned off to the south to help exploit the successes of von Manteuffel’s Fifth Panzer Army. The offensive’s main effort, the Schwerpunkt, thus dramatically shifted to the center of the Bulge. The northern shoulder henceforth would be manned by second-line troops only.51

Artillery and, on clear days, aircraft continued to pound these troops mercilessly day and night until ground troops would finally push them out of the salient in January. Civilians trapped on the battlefield, meanwhile, had no choice but to share the fate of the German soldiers. To get at enemy supply lines, American guns not only pounded villages squarely up front, but also communities out of sight in the northern shoulder’s hinterland.

Even those in the sturdiest hideouts lived in constant fear of a direct hit. On Wednesday, December 20, American artillery for the first time homed in on Eibertingen, a tiny village nearly eight miles southwest of Elsenborn. Already around three in the afternoon, a shell tore into the house of Martin Heyen. The explosion instantly killed a thirteen-year-old boy. The badly mangled grandfather Heyen died of his wounds two weeks later. In Mirfeld a direct hit on Christmas Eve killed Helene Spahn and the one-and-a-half-year-old girl she was holding in her arms; another one gutted the Zansen house, burying nineteen-year-old Marga Brülls under rubble and heavy beams. And so, by ones and twos, the total death toll stealthily climbed even in places where Americans in the autumn had taken the precaution of evacuating most civilians.52

Even in villages as far removed from the American batteries in Elsenborn as Ligneuville, ten miles to the southwest, artillery fire proved so devastating that German troops eventually ordered the remaining civilians to abandon their homes. At nearby Ondenval things were at least as bad. During the day Americans tore up the fields and woods surrounding the village; at night they pummeled Ondenval itself to get at soldiers seeking the relative warmth of houses. Farmers learned to take care of cattle during the briefest of morning lulls that soon were known as the Americans’ Kaffeepause. Not a single house was spared. Fourteen shells hit the church; no less than eighteen landed on the presbytery. By some counts, ten thousand shells had exploded in and around Ondenval by the time the Americans retook the village in January.53

Civilians could see increasing signs of the frightful toll the constant pounding was exacting from the German troops along the northern shoulder. For a while the Germans continued to feel sufficiently self-assured to see to it that disloyal civilians received their just due. A man in Hünningen accused of sympathies for the Allies was arrested and disappeared into a concentration camp never to return. At Ligneuville—known as Engelsdorf by the Germans—a customs official who had been posted at what had been the new Nazi-German border with Belgium and who had decided to stay behind when the Americans arrived in September 1944, was swiftly taken into custody by the SS. As late as January 4 a draft dodger was arrested in Montenau and carried off by the Feldgendarme. Another suspected collaborator, caught halfway between Büllingen and Bütgenbach, was hung from the nearest tree.54

But as Allied firepower cut the sinews, the German grip inevitably weakened. Inexperienced replacements were hastily thrown into battered units of which they sometimes did not even know the names. Even in the elite Sixth Panzer Army so much of the artillery and supplies was horse-drawn that farmers became alarmed at the rate at which the animals made their winter feed dwindle. Gradually, however, even German horses came to be in short supply. In Valender, farmers and their horse-drawn wagons were commandeered to form part of a dangerous transport to fetch ammunition stacked somewhere in the Losheim Gap.55

Food stopped coming through in sufficient quantities to the point that even the deprived villagers took pity on the soldiers. People in Schoppen gave what milk and butter they could spare to the hungry Germans. “With the young soldiers,” Anna Dollendorf noted compassionately, “we shared so to speak our last piece of bread and last drop of coffee.” “Many of them had frozen limbs,” Felix Fagnoul remembered of the German wounded assembled in his house in Iveldingen, southwest of Schoppen, “and all were grateful for any hot drink, any kind word.” Grumpy German soldiers in Heppenbach ordered butcher Joseph Heyen to slaughter wounded cattle and supply them with enough meat at least to celebrate Christmas Eve.56

As they got weaker with each new day, Dietrich’s troops could only dream of matching the awesome American firepower amassed at the Elsenborn Ridge. In the end the lone German replies to the incessant enemy tirade came to be irrelevant in the sound and fury of war on the northern flank. But they sufficed to shatter the lives of still more families in the Ostkantone. On Christmas Day, the Gronsfelds in Weywertz, close to Elsenborn, at last felt safe enough to come up from the cellar and eat upstairs again. Seated at the kitchen table on this ravishing day, they blinked at the sun-drenched snow. Then, out of the blue, a German shell exploded behind the neighbor’s house. A fragment shot through the window. It cut deep into Elfriede Gronsfeld’s neck. American medics came to her aid, but there was nothing they could do. The girl was buried on December 29. She was five years old. “What can one say to the mother?” one of the village’s women mourned in her diary. “She cries and cannot understand.”57


Chapter 2

The Peiper Breakthrough

“I saw them flee, those who had taken away the nightmare.”

The Sixth Panzer Army’s offensive on the northern flank of the salient was not a total failure. In the morning of Sunday, December 17, Dietrich could report to Hitler that at least one combat group had succeeded in penetrating deep behind American lines and was fast gaining momentum. Kampfgruppe Peiper was a powerful force. It was made up of about 4,000 soldiers and 130 tanks, assault guns, and self-propelled tank destroyers from the elite 1st SS Panzer Division, known also as the Leibstandarte Adolf Hitler.

Joachim Peiper, the combat group’s commander, was barely twenty-nine. Yet he brought with him from the eastern front a well-known reputation for bravery and ruthlessness. The remarkable esprit de corps of his band of young and arrogant soldiers, too, had been forged in the savage Russian war. The experience on the eastern front, however, had also forced the division’s veteran troops through a process of barbarization. As Omer Bartov has shown, a series of “criminal orders” had presented the soldiers in Russia “with a blank cheque for the mass killing of civilians on the slightest suspicion of resistance to the army, and often without even that.”1
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Spearhead of the formidable Sixth Panzer Army, Peiper’s force was assigned what his superiors termed “the decisive role in the offensive.” So rapidly was Peiper’s column to rush to the Meuse and surprise the enemy that his engineers were to carry no bridge construction equipment. Yet, on the first day of the offensive, bridge repair problems, traffic jams, and the lackluster performance of the 12th Volksgrenadier and 3rd Parachute Divisions in opening the way, caused Kampfgruppe Peiper serious delays near Losheim. Late in the afternoon a frustrated Peiper ordered his column to start rolling anyway. Shoving horse-drawn artillery from the roads and taking shortcuts even when they led through minefields, his tanks finally poured into the Losheim Gap. They reached Lanzerath by midnight.2

In the early hours of Sunday, December 17, Peiper impatiently ordered a parachute battalion in Lanzerath to join his men. Then he unleashed the keyed-up Kampfgruppe for the final run to the Meuse. Honsfeld was the first objective. Like so many other villages in German-speaking Belgium, Honsfeld had been evacuated by the Americans early in October. Only a small number of people had been allowed to stay. Crossroads in and near the village had been shelled on and off throughout the first day. Shortly after midnight, however, a sudden silence fell. The quiet lasted almost two tense hours. It was shattered by the metallic shrieks and roaring motors of tanks. Loud orders and the particular smell of exhaust fumes told villagers that German troops were moving through.

By noon on Sunday famished SS troopers and parachutists were combing Honsfeld in search of enemy soldiers and food. Father Signon was one of the villagers the Americans had permitted to stay behind in October. The village priest had cared for several of the sick and dying. Now he was ordered to look after the SS officers who burst into the presbytery. They demanded food and coffee and told him to make sure the rooms stayed heated. Meanwhile they ransacked his house from top to bottom, seizing all of the clothing they could find. Neighbors who had sought refuge in the presbytery hastily withdrew to the basement. German threats and bellows chased them back into the windswept streets. Sleet, ruptured water mains, and tanks grinding the surface had turned Honsfeld’s roads into rivers of mud. The villagers were to scrape away the slush.3

To Father Signon’s dismay a group of SS troopers thought nothing even of making themselves at home in the sacristy of Honsfeld’s thick-walled chapel. They showed not the least respect for the sacred space and tore up Mass vestments for practical purposes. Then suddenly a shell happened to hit a nearby tree. The explosion showered jagged fragments through the chapel window. The freak incident felt like divine retribution. It “killed one of the desecrators,” the village priest noted with barely disguised satisfaction, “and tore off another’s arm.”4

Such losses did not, however, suffice to slow the armored task force down. Neither did Peiper’s men intend to have any prisoners hold them up. Flabbergasted civilians in Honsfeld saw SS troopers kill at least a few dozen GIs who tried to surrender. They also shot several prisoners in cold blood as they marched past the German vehicles on their way to the rear. For reasons that remain unclear, the SS added two civilians to the group of American prisoners taken in Honsfeld. As the POWs reached Lanzerath further to the rear, SS soldiers led both villagers into a barn next to the café Palm. They made them face the wall; then they shot them in the back of their heads.5

SS troops had also reached Büllingen on Sunday morning. An elderly man with a swastika band around his arm emerged from his house. He welcomed every passing tank with a Nazi salute. Then he directed the Germans to where the enemy had stored their supplies. Peiper’s men took about two hundred American prisoners in and around the town and forced them to help fuel their vehicles with captured gasoline. SS troopers finished one wounded GI with a shot in the head. Other than that they treated the POWs correctly and allowed them to make it to the rear.6

As soon as the Kampfgruppe had refueled, it was on its way again. Peiper’s tanks rumbled into Schoppen just as people were ready to sit down for Sunday lunch. The distant thunder of heavy guns had kept villagers on edge since Saturday morning. But if anyone had thought the Germans would return, they had certainly not expected them to arrive so soon. Mrs. Düchers saw people quickly pull in a Belgian flag that fluttered from the windowsill of their house. At the village chapel, an unsuspecting Mrs. Dollendorf, on her way to her sister’s to share a meal, bumped into a giant tank. The hatch swung open and an officer impudently asked her, “How does one get to the coast from here?” “If you had wanted to be at the coast,” Anna Dollendorf shot back, surprised at her own boldness, “you should have done better to stay there.” Then she suddenly noticed the morbid runes on the officer’s black collar. In a wholly different tone, Mrs. Dollendorf hurriedly told the SS trooper how to get to Faymonville.7

A couple of nights later, five SS soldiers in Honsfeld called down to André Schroeder’s cellar from the top of the stairs. They needed someone, they claimed, to show them the way to the Jost farm. The frightened families pressed closer together. Mr. Schroeder volunteered to lead the way. But the SS troopers had already spotted sixteen-year-old Erna Collas, a beautiful girl who had made many a boy’s heart in the village beat faster. The soldiers insisted that she show them the way. Erna never made it back to the safety of the cellar. It was May when her body was discovered in a foxhole near the road to Büllingen. Seven bullets had entered the girl from the back. There was no way to tell what else the SS soldiers had done to her.8
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Peiper’s spearhead late on Sunday morning passed just south of Faymonville and then roared through Ondenval and Thirimont. As it continued its way west, Kampfgruppe Peiper spun into a column that would eventually stretch across fifteen miles of roads. At Thirimont it swung sharply northwest to get onto the N-23 highway via a junction at Baugnez, some two and a half miles southeast of Malmedy. When Peiper’s troops approached the junction shortly after noon, they were totally unaware that the last vehicles of one of the two large columns of the 7th U.S. Armored Division had just rumbled by on the N-23 to help reinforce St. Vith, a key town in the American defense farther south.

A small convoy transporting some 140 GIs of Battery B, 285th Field Artillery Observation Battalion, trailed the armored column by just a few minutes. As the battery passed through the center of Malmedy, civilians motioned and yelled, “Boches! Boches!” They pointed in the direction the Americans were heading. The men of Battery B made nothing of it. The convoy continued its way down the N-23. It was about to clash head on with Peiper’s Kampfgruppe at the Baugnez crossroads.9

Baugnez was a collection of no more than eight or nine houses. Peiper’s troops penetrated the hamlet that Sunday to find it almost deserted. Situated far enough from the West Wall, it had not been evacuated, but most inhabitants had left for church in Malmedy. Only a handful of civilians remained to witness the carnage that was to follow. As the unsuspecting men of Battery B entered Baugnez, their column was suddenly raked with German fire. GIs rushed from their vehicles. They jumped into ditches and crawled toward crevices however small.10

Peter Lentz was fifteen years old and was trying to make his way back to Hepscheid, a village further east from which he had been evacuated by the Americans in October. The boy happened to be at the crossroads with his bike when firing erupted. He threw himself into a ditch with two Americans who had jumped out of a jeep. An enemy soldier, not much older than Peter, forced them out of the ditch with their hands over their heads. Without the least hesitation the German shot the GIs one after the other. As the Americans slumped back into the ditch, the SS trooper reloaded his gun to eliminate the Belgian boy. “My brother is a German soldier,” Peter quickly cried out in German, “and now German soldiers want to kill me.” The soldier hesitated. Then he ordered the boy to disappear from sight in the nearest farmhouse. He sauntered back to the GIs in the ditch and fired a couple of additional bursts into the bodies.11

Battery B never stood a chance against the Kampfgruppe. The firing ceased not long after it had begun. American survivors of the ambush slowly emerged from the ditches with their hands in the air. SS troopers robbed them of rings, watches, cigarettes, and, above all, gloves. They roughly herded together more than 130 Americans (men from Battery B as well as prisoners taken earlier) in a field a hundred yards south of the road junction and café Bodarwé. As the POWs waited, their numb hands above their heads, tanks took up position near the soggy field. Then, suddenly, the tanks’ machine guns opened fire on the Americans. The field erupted into pandemonium. Some prisoners tried to run. Others burrowed into the ground. Comrades tumbled on top of them, spilling blood from gaping wounds. Men from the 3rd SS Pioneer Company moved into the field and fanned out. They finished off survivors in cold blood. Here and there they kicked a lifeless soldier in the head or groin to make sure he was dead. Then they abandoned the job and drifted away. Silence enveloped the blood-stained field like a shroud.12

By diving for cover, pretending to be dead, or hiding under the corpses of fellow prisoners, several Americans managed to survive the massacre, many of them badly wounded. Twenty men tried to make a run for it even before dark set in. SS troopers immediately responded with furious machine-gun fire. Twelve GIs made it as far as café Bodarwé. When the Germans saw this, they set fire to the place. American soldiers who tried to get away from the searing flames were mowed down. Mr. Pierry, a neighbor, rushed to the scene to try and put out the fire. But the SS shoved him out of the way and warned they would kill him if he continued. Of Mrs. Bodarwé, who ran the café and had witnessed much of the carnage, no one ever found a trace.13

Still before dark, three more GIs tried to seek refuge in a house along a dirt road behind the café. But the frightened people refused to let them in and bolted their doors. Under cover of darkness, however, more survivors began to grope their way to safety, leaving eighty-three bodies behind on and near the killing field. While trying to make their way down the hill to Malmedy, several of the escaped prisoners ran into civilians willing to offer help at the risk of their own lives. Franz and Clément Xhurdebise, their bicycles in hand, watched as two figures emerged from a dark wood near the Baugnez field. The shadows swayed on their feet. One was Ted Flechsig. He had four bullets in his back, leg, and arm. The other was George Fox, who had bad wounds in his hand and shoulder. As well as they could, the GIs quickly sketched to the brothers what had happened. Franz Xhurdebise was in great danger himself. He was a draft dodger from Malmedy who had joined the maquis and had lived hidden in the forests for years. The return of the Germans had made him flee his hometown once again. He knew what his fate would be if the SS caught him aiding the enemy. But he decided to help anyway. Franz and Clément lifted the wounded GIs onto their bikes. They decided to head for Stavelot, some seven miles west of Baugnez. It took the brothers two strenuous hours to transport the wobbly American soldiers all the way to safety.14

Close to nine o’clock that same evening someone knocked on the door of the Martin farm in Florihé, a hamlet just south of Malmedy. The four Martin sisters—Bertha, Ida, Marie, and Marthe—were startled when a “wild-eyed” and “blood-spattered” American staggered into their home. The women were alone with their aging father. For a moment, they did not know what to do. Then they sprang into action. They carried Lt. Virgil Lary to a chair near the kitchen stove. He had been shot in the left foot twice. They carefully cleaned the wounds, then bandaged the mangled limb. The warmth had barely revived the officer when he insisted on continuing his way to Malmedy. The women obliged. They hurriedly improvised a crutch. Shortly after midnight one of the Martin sisters and her friend, Marthe Marx, started for town with the lieutenant. They all but carried him down the slope. The women arrived at the 291st Engineer Combat Battalion, on the edge of Malmedy, two hours later. They had brought in the sole surviving officer of the Baugnez massacre, the worst crime committed against American troops during the war in Europe.15

On Tuesday morning, in Géromont, a cluster of modest houses barely one mile northwest of Baugnez, Anna Blaise was staring at Sgt. William Merriken. She had tears in her eyes. With the help of his comrade, Pfc. Charles Reding, the badly wounded GI had arrived at her farm on Monday night. He was fortunate to have made it that far. Though Mrs. Blaise was no doctor, it was painfully clear to her that the young American’s condition was getting worse by the hour. An agitated Reding tried to tell her something, but the slender sixty-two-year-old widow did not understand a word of what he said. In desperation, the American scribbled some words on a piece of paper and handed it to her. Mrs. Blaise knew that his message needed to reach the American lines as soon as possible if his injured comrade was to live. She hurried to the neighbors and explained the problem to Mr. and Mrs. Jamar in front of their seven children. The Jamars’ fifteen-year-old son volunteered to help even before she had finished her story. Emile argued that he knew a smattering of English. What was more, since he delivered newspapers in the area, he was familiar with every road and shortcut in what was now no-man’s-land south of Malmedy.

The boy hid the American message in the sole of his shoe and was on his way before ten o’clock on Tuesday morning. At the foot of the hill sloping into town, the road and shoulders were strewn with brownish metallic plates. Emile picked his way through the mines with agonizing slowness. His heart was still pounding against his chest when two American soldiers popped up from behind a roadblock on the edge of Malmedy. He failed to understand their questions. Before he knew it, he was in a jeep on his way to Francorchamps. From that town he was rushed to Hockai. There, at last, Emile was able to explain his story to an officer who spoke French. He took the note from his shoe and handed it to the American. The officer smiled. He rattled off commands in English. The other GIs in the room now also smiled at Emile.

Several anxious hours later, Mrs. Blaise was beside herself with joy when she saw an American ambulance make its way down the path to her house. Emile was in it, too. In his lap he held three of the giant GI breads that tasted like cake and made Belgian mouths water. Medics placed Sergeant Merriken on a stretcher and carried him out of the house. Before they could slide the sergeant into the ambulance, Anna Blaise leaned over her patient and kissed him goodbye.16
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Even while some of its troops were committing the crimes at Baugnez, Kampfgruppe Peiper’s spearhead had plunged down the steep slope of the N-23 with its sights on Stavelot. Crazy stories of an enemy counteroffensive and German troops heading straight for them had kept the inhabitants of Stavelot on edge since Sunday morning. It was in the afternoon, however, that Jean-Marie Grégoire and many others realized that the wild rumors had become a brutal reality. The most painful proof of this was the American columns withdrawing through Stavelot in nervous disorder. “As I left the movie theater Le Cercle Ouvrier, close to the bridge over the Amblève,” the then nine-year-old later recalled, “I saw them flee, those who had taken away the nightmare, those whom we thought invincible.”17

The withdrawal of the Americans was the signal for many of Stavelot’s inhabitants to pack their bags and leave the town behind as soon as possible. The horrible events that had taken place in the days preceding the liberation late in the summer of 1944 were all too fresh in their minds. In the vicinity of Werbomont, a couple of miles to the west, German troops and their Russian auxiliaries had killed some twenty-two men and women in reprisal for what they described as the actions of “bandits.” German soldiers in the night of September 4, 1944, had executed four people, one of whom was a priest, in the woods of Stavelot, on mere suspicion of involvement with the resistance. By late afternoon on Sunday, December 17, so many inhabitants of Stavelot were joining refugees in their rush to the Meuse that American authorities decided to prohibit all civilian circulation as of six o’clock.18

Mr. Grégoire, Jean-Marie’s father, was scared. He had been in the resistance and could not afford to fall into the hands of German troops who were bound to be more vindictive than ever. He finally managed to slip out of Stavelot right before dawn. Not long after, Jean-Marie, his four-year-old brother, and his mother were on the road to Trois-Ponts, squeezed in between the last American vehicles. They were trying to outrun Peiper’s armored column with one bicycle and a single suitcase.19

Peiper’s Kampfgruppe had already reached the heights overlooking Stavelot on Sunday evening. But the commander assumed there would be a tough fight for the crucial town, which counted some five thousand inhabitants in normal times. He decided to give his men some rest first. They had, after all, been on the road for several days with barely a halt. The attack on Stavelot was not to take place before the night was over. It was this fortunate pause that enabled the Grégoire family and others to escape Stavelot in time. The welcome delay also allowed the meager American forces remaining in town to dig in for the coming clash. Still, when dawn came on Monday, the few American defenders proved no match for the Kampfgruppe. Within hours they were falling back from the north bank of the Amblève River that cut Stavelot in two. In the chaos that followed, the Americans also failed to blow up the vital bridge. Peiper’s troops were across it in a flash. Before the SS troops even had time to let their surprise success sink in, they were gaining speed on the road to Trois-Ponts.20

Thinking that reinforcements of the 3rd Parachute Division would soon arrive to hold Stavelot and the bridge over the Amblève, Peiper left only a small security detachment behind in the town. But the paratroopers were held up at Waimes and Faymonville to the east. Around mid-morning, instead of German comrades, experienced GIs of the 30th Infantry Division elbowed their way into town from the north. By nightfall on Monday they controlled a sizeable part of Stavelot again. The 117th Infantry fought to clear all of Stavelot north of the Amblève, the largest part of town by far, until Tuesday afternoon. The bitter fighting had dire consequences for civilians trapped in their cellars. Eighteen-year-old Henri de Backer hid in a neighbor’s basement with his mother, his sister, and sixteen other people. There was little to eat and nothing to drink. Some took sips from a bottle of vinegar. Others rushed from house to house to drain the last drops from idle faucets. At regular intervals Henri slipped into a nearby building. From an overhead basin he scooped water that had been meant to flush the toilet. So jealously did he guard his find that he never even told his thirsty mother and sister about it. Others responded to hardship with exemplary selflessness. Henri watched as a young woman dashed from the cellar in a desperate attempt to find milk for a hungry baby. She got no further than ten yards before she was mowed down.21

Later on Tuesday, troops from the 2nd SS Panzergrenadier Regiment—a column of the 1st SS Panzer Division separate from Peiper’s—launched ferocious attacks from Stavelot’s south bank. They were under firm orders from the division commander to keep the route to the advance Kampfgruppe open. But the 117th Infantry held on, and later that night American engineers finally blew the bridge. The following day, the SS Panzergrenadiers, equipped with bridging material, resumed their desperate attacks from the south bank. Again, however, their efforts were to no avail. Kampfgruppe Peiper had plunged deep into enemy territory. But it was cut off now and on its own. The SS task force like a cornered animal was now to grow more vicious and unpredictable by the day.22

If the blind furor of battle claimed the lives of around thirty of Stavelot’s inhabitants, SS troops murdered scores of civilians in and around the town in cold blood. The killings had started the moment Peiper’s Kampfgruppe descended into Stavelot early on Monday. Even while the battle for the bridge over the Amblève was raging, SS men executed two women and a man in a nearby street for no apparent reason. Later that day, on two main roads leading to the bridge from the south, they put nine men against the walls of their homes and cut them down. One of the victims, Mr. Gonay, was accused of having fired at the Germans. The charge was ridiculous, for Mr. Gonay had never owned a gun.23

Once Peiper’s column was across the bridge, it fought its way through the center of town and turned left on the main road to Trois-Ponts. An SS trooper in an armored vehicle laughed hysterically as he emptied his machine gun into the house that belonged to the Gengoux family. The fourteen-year-old son dropped to the ground. Blood gushed from his stomach. Moments later he was dead. A couple of houses farther down the road, a soldier stopped to ask Joseph Albert if he was hiding any Americans. Far ahead of their army’s main body and feeling threatened all around, it was a typical question that Peiper’s men would ask repeatedly in the days to come. Equally typical was that when Mr. Albert assured his interrogator there were no Americans at his place, the German shot him anyway. On the same road, closer to Trois-Ponts, SS troopers killed Mr. and Mrs. Warnier in similar circumstances.24

Across from the homes of the Gengoux and Albert families, some thirty neighbors were hiding in the spacious basement of the villa Les Quartiers. Throughout the day, burst after burst was fired into the building by passing tanks and half-tracks. Then, around three o’clock in the afternoon, Mr. Lambert saw two SS troopers walk to his home at a brisk pace. In their hands they held pistols. He calmed his frightened wife and went to open the door. The Germans shot him without saying a word. They entered the villa and asked if there were any Americans. “No one but civilians,” a woman answered, “come and see for yourselves.” “You never thought we would return, did you?” the SS men sniggered. “We will,” they boasted, “retake Brussels and Paris.” Mrs. Lambert had heard the shots, but remained unaware of her husband’s fate. The Germans demanded drinks. Mrs. Lambert, helped by her daughter, brought beer and wine. One of the soldiers put his pistol on the girl’s chest and demanded cognac. As Mrs. Lambert hurried to another room to get the liquor, she suddenly noticed the lifeless body of her husband through the windowpanes of a dividing door. More dead than alive, she served the Germans all the alcohol she had available. Even when the SS troopers had left, no one dared to recover the body from the doorstep for fear of drawing fire from the road. The family waited until night to drag the body inside and slam the door shut.25

Still on the fatal road to Trois-Ponts, SS troops commenced a veritable killing spree on Tuesday. Five irate soldiers burst into the Georgin home in mid-afternoon. They maintained that “bandits” were hiding in the house. Despite strenuous denials from the Georgin family and neighbors, the SS men ordered Louis Nicolay to follow them outside. They shot him by the edge of the road. Then they returned to the kitchen to fetch their next victim. But Mr. Georgin knew what was coming. The moment they approached the road, he tore himself loose from his captors. He heard rifles crack as he ran toward the river. He swam across, but as he pulled himself onto the far bank, a machine-gun burst nearly ripped off his right arm. Despite the wound, he got away. His arm had to be amputated several days later. Meanwhile, Mr. Georgin remained in the dark about the fate of those he had left behind. On Christmas Day, a neighbor found the bodies of Louis Nicolay, Mr. Georgin’s wife, and three other people. All had been shot in the head.26

Five people in three different houses up and down the road to Trois-Ponts were murdered in similar fashion that Tuesday. One of them, a woman, was shot while lying in bed. The worst crime, however, took place in the Legaye home on Tuesday evening. Some twenty neighbors—mostly women and children—had found refuge in the large solid basement that belonged to Prosper Legaye, his wife, Marie, and their three daughters. An American soldier had come down the stairs around noon to make sure there were no enemy soldiers hiding. Another GI checked the cellar just after dark. He advised the civilians to keep as quiet as possible. Because Mr. Legaye’s dog continued to bark, people in the cellar made the painful decision to put the animal down. Not long after, they were startled by shots fired from the floor above their heads. They heard the Germans return the fire. The skirmish lasted about an hour.

German soldiers appeared in front of the house shortly after eight o’clock. They forced a grenade into the cellar, then another. People dived for cover. Somehow the blasts wounded only Régine Grégoire, who grimaced as her fingers touched the ugly gash in her leg. People were screaming and crying. “Heraus!” the Germans bellowed through the cellar window. Her companions begged Mrs. Grégoire, who was from the East Cantons, to explain to the Germans in their own language that there were only civilians in the cellar. She did so, but the irate soldiers continued to yell, “Heraus!” Mrs. Grégoire was the first to leave the hiding place. She was accompanied by her two children. Outside, a dozen SS troopers were waiting, their patience wearing thin.

They told Mrs. Grégoire they wanted everyone out in the garden at once. She relayed the order to those still inside. One by one they filed out of the cellar. Five of them were children younger than ten years of age. Through Mrs. Grégoire, the SS made them all squat or sit against the hedge. They kept Mrs. Grégoire and her two children apart. The soldiers were convinced that civilians had fired from the house. One of the troopers was wounded. He sneered at Mrs. Grégoire and cursed her. Alarmed by their ugly mood, she assured the soldiers once again that all of these people were civilians and innocent of any wrong-doing. An SS hissed at her that the innocent would have to pay for the guilty. Two soldiers aimed their weapons. They fired long angry bursts at the people as they clung to each other. Allied authorities later discovered twenty-two entangled corpses along the hedge. On the street near the entrance to the garden lay the lonely body of a fourteen-year-old.

Mrs. Grégoire and her two children were the only ones to survive the massacre. The SS troopers kept them prisoner in a nearby cellar. They interrogated Mrs. Grégoire several times, maintaining that civilians had shot at them from the Legaye house and wounded one comrade. When the subject turned to GIs, one German boasted, “We don’t take Americans prisoner, we kill them.” Another SS trooper returned with the news that some of those who had been shot in the garden were still moving. He grinned and said they would soon bleed to death. American soldiers would save Mrs. Grégoire and her two children from the hands of their SS captors three days later.27

When Peiper learned that the Americans had taken Stavelot and cut off his Kampfgruppe from reinforcements and supplies, he immediately ordered the commander of his reconnaissance battalion to turn around and try to retake Stavelot from the west. On Tuesday the largest part of the battalion went to attack the town using the main road from Trois-Ponts. Meanwhile, a smaller detachment probed a back road hoping to sneak in behind the defenders through the hamlets of Parfondruy, Ster, and Renardmont on high ground west and northwest of Stavelot.28

From their cellars civilians in the western outskirts of Stavelot witnessed ferocious fighting as SS troops and men of the 117th Infantry clashed. On Tuesday afternoon, the 118th Field Artillery Battalion fired three thousand shells to help stop the Germans. Lt. Frank Warnock in the midst of battle received word that a large group of civilians appeared to be trapped in some villa or château across the railroad track. Warnock took six men and went to investigate. They found the cellar of a large house packed with between twenty and twenty-five scared women and children. One woman, however, seemed unperturbed and firmly in charge. Unfamiliar with each other’s languages, she and the officer were unable to communicate. “There was no need,” Lieutenant Warnock remarked admiringly. “She spoke to her people rapidly and just as rapidly we all moved back to the safety of my sector.” There the officer advised her to continue to the center of town. The courageous woman thanked him, rallied her group, and hurried on to safety.29

Backed up by murderous artillery fire, stubborn American infantrymen refused to allow Peiper’s reconnaissance battalion access to Stavelot. Without a shred of evidence, frustrated German officers and NCOs accused the civilian population of aiding and abetting the enemy. Bloodied and angered, the SS troops turned on the inhabitants in the hamlets west of Stavelot. Some of them would later claim their commanders had ordered them to “clean out” these places. Many of the soldiers who were to commit the most vicious war crimes against civilians had been thrown into battle after only a few weeks of military training and instruction. The majority of the perpetrators varied in age between sixteen and nineteen years.30

A group of at least one hundred SS troopers on Tuesday afternoon went on a rampage in Parfondruy. They moved through the hamlet’s few streets raking the windows of every house in sight with gunfire. They kicked in doors and demanded to know of the inhabitants if there were any Americans around. Their answers mattered little. Six farms the Germans set on fire. In five different homes they shot Mr. Crismer, Mr. Desonnay, Mr. Denis, Mr. and Mrs. Georis, and Mr. Bolette and his son. Mrs. Kapchis begged to be spared as she explained that her husband served in the German army. The SS trooper shot her without listening to a word she said. As the woman’s alarmed mother burst into the room, the soldier killed her, too. Then he chased the other daughter through the house, mortally wounding her. Only one other woman, Mrs. Breda, escaped and lived to tell the tale.31

While all this was happening, two SS men were driving about a dozen people out of the Hurlet farm and into a nearby garage. With the exception of the farmer, they were all women and children. Most of the children were between two and eight years old. One of the soldiers entered the garage and maliciously aimed his machine gun at the captives. Two desperate women approached him begging for mercy. He kicked them away. Then the SS trooper quickly fired several bursts, watching as one after the other tumbled to the ground. Their job done, the two soldiers walked away without casting another glance at the victims. Minutes later, Mrs. Hurlet disentangled herself from the corpses. Though she had been shot in the leg and shoulder, she managed to get away, taking two small children with her. She ran back to the main building to find her daughter-in-law and a servant girl dead in the kitchen of the burning house. Some time later she gathered enough courage to return to the garage to investigate. Much to her relief, she failed to find the body of her husband. She was to learn later that he had escaped with bullet wounds in the hand and foot. Meanwhile, an incredulous Mrs. Hurlet discovered that Monique Thonon, too, had survived the massacre. The two-year-old child, freezing and covered in blood, lay next to her dead mother who had been expecting to give birth to another baby in a couple of weeks.32

As the SS troopers continued their way through the ditches on both sides of the road to Ster, they kept their guns aimed at a group of men they forced to walk in front of them in the open road. They were hostages snatched from houses in Parfondruy. Kicking and beating them, SS troopers forced several other people in Ster to join the group. “They won’t be needing them anymore, Madame,” one German sardonically told a woman running after her husband and two sons with their identity cards. As the Germans led away her husband, too, Mrs. Delcour stormed into the courtyard, her one-month-old baby in her arms. One of the soldiers—he could not have been more than seventeen—coldly aimed his gun at the woman and her child. “Don’t you have a mother?” Mrs. Delcour cried in anguish. The boy stared at her for a long time. Then he left. Terrorized, Mrs. Delcour grabbed a blanket and fled into the woods. She stayed there for three days and nights, melting icicles in her mouth to warm the water before giving it to her baby to drink. By the time she dared return to Ster, her child was dying from hypothermia.33

Ten minutes after they had left Ster, Germans and captives arrived in Renardmont. The SS rounded up more people. They ordered Mr. Desonnay to leave his house. When an old foot wound prevented him from walking fast enough, the Germans grew impatient and shot him in the kitchen. As he writhed on the floor in pain, his daughter begged the soldiers to help him. They laughed and stepped outside. Mr. Desonnay died the next day. A little farther down the road, his son and a friend were cut down trying to escape. Sylvie Leduc, a seventy-five-year-old widow, was later found shot behind her house in Renardmont. She lay next to the body of her daughter.34

The Germans marched their twenty-one prisoners—nineteen men and two women—to a large washhouse. It belonged to the Legrand farm but stood apart from the main building. There was a scuffle at the entrance as the scared people sensed that something terrible was about to happen. The SS used the butts of their guns to force them into the building. A man who continued to struggle was shot on the spot. A woman who tried to reason with the soldiers ended up the same way. Six or seven troopers surrounded the washhouse. In each of the building’s two entrances a soldier appeared, one armed with a rifle, another with a machine gun. Both men dropped to one knee and carefully took aim at the stupefied people. Then they fired into the crowd again and again. When they were out of ammunition, one SS man drew his pistol. He picked his way through the tangled bodies. Victims who still showed signs of life, the executioner shot through the temple or head. Meanwhile, another soldier returned with branches and ferns. The Germans set fire to them. Then whistles blew and the soldiers disappeared. The flames struggled, releasing lots of smoke. The swirling clouds allowed eight wounded to escape from the building and into the nearby woods.35

Marcel Legrand, the thirty-five-year-old owner of the farm to which the washhouse belonged, had fled to the granary above his house the moment he had seen the German soldiers arrive with their victims. The farmer stayed out of sight until it was dark. For a long time he listened to make sure the enemy had gone. Then he climbed down the stairs to find his mother-in-law, wife, and two children dead. They had all been shot in the head. Perhaps because the German soldiers thought they had witnessed the brutal massacre in the washhouse. Perhaps simply because the soldiers had felt like it.36

After too many days of unbearable terror, people were delirious with joy when GIs of the 117th Infantry finally managed to push Peiper’s men out of Stavelot’s western rim. As she caught sight of the first Americans filing through her village, an older woman in Parfondruy stormed into her garden wailing and screaming. A medic finally had to inject her with a sedative to calm her down.37

The GIs were appalled by the evidence of war crime upon war crime in and around Stavelot. The story of atrocities against GIs had been quick to spread after the Baugnez massacre. Before long, it was prompting American soldiers across Europe to refuse taking SS troopers prisoner. But the sight of more than 130 innocent people executed in cold blood all over Stavelot—more than half of them women and children—left troops of the 117th Infantry infuriated. For quite some time their officers had the greatest trouble keeping the GIs from shooting prisoners who displayed the shameless skulls and runes.38

By Wednesday the 1st SS Panzer Division’s attacks against Stavelot from the south and west had come to naught. The 117th Infantry was now firmly in control of the largest part of town, north of the Amblève. But the smaller section of Stavelot, situated on the south bank, would remain in German hands until January 13. Until then, both sides continued to engage in artillery duels from across the river. By the time the battle was over, 105 of Stavelot’s 1,250 houses would be destroyed, another 115 uninhabitable, and 700 damaged.39

The inhabitants on the southern bank felt trapped like rats throughout those long weeks of stalemate. Out of food and water, in mortal fear of the SS, some 150 women, children, and elderly men in the German-controlled part of town finally decided to abandon the large cellars of the dairy factory they had been hiding in. Somehow they managed to ford the river, crossing it in small groups, the strongest carrying children and elderly on their backs into friendly territory. American troops on the north bank immediately subjected them to thorough security checks to prevent German infiltrators from slipping through with them. Meanwhile, the Germans forced the remaining civilians just south of the Amblève to move to the countryside west and northwest of St. Vith. They announced that those choosing to disobey the evacuation order would be considered “terrorists.”40

Life was no less hard and dangerous in the American-held sector north of the Amblève. German shells kept everyone on edge day and night, forcing people to spend most of their time in dark and damp cellars. Though inhabitants were occasionally harassed by hard-drinking combat men, relations between the civilians and American soldiers were generally good. In some cellars GIs even took the time to introduce Belgians to what seemed one of their favorite games: bingo. On Christmas Day one of Stavelot’s priests prepared to celebrate Mass on the ground floor of a badly pockmarked bank building. Word quickly spread through the grapevine. Civilians and GIs alike flocked to the service while shells intermittently rocked the street. The priest said Mass wearing woolen gloves. He continually rubbed the chalice to prevent the wine from freezing.41

By the end of December the Americans, too, thought it time to begin evacuating the civilians. Truck convoys were to carry between 700 and 750 people far west of the Meuse. The vehicles lined up behind houses to prevent drawing fire. From the labyrinthine cellars of the town’s proud abbey, civilians rushed to the trucks in twos. In the chaos of the evacuation, however, families were brutally torn apart even as they drove away from battle. In the dark hours of Saturday morning, December 30, a truck carrying thirty-two civilians missed a turn and plunged into the Vesdre. The accident left two older men and three very young children from Stavelot dead. As late as the end of February the Belgian Red Cross was trying hard to locate Ghislaine Beauvois. The small child from Parfondruy, an official note claimed, “had disappeared in the course of the evacuation.”42
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While its own reconnaissance battalion and other troops of the 1st SS Panzer Division tried in vain to dislodge the 117th Infantry from Stavelot, Kampfgruppe Peiper continued its race to the Meuse without looking back. Just after eleven o’clock on Monday morning, December 18, the column’s lead vehicles approached Trois-Ponts. The town was located on the juncture of the Amblève and the Salm and named for the three bridges its inhabitants had built across both rivers. Peiper knew that if his Kampfgruppe seized these bridges, moved out of the Amblève Valley and onto the highway to Werbomont and Huy, he could be at the Meuse that very night. But the Americans knew this, too, and this time they made sure that all three bridges blew up.43

Until December 16, forty-five children and a female staff of about half a dozen had been enjoying the perfect peace and calm of the Amblève Valley in the château of Petit-Spay. Overlooking the river just northeast of Trois-Ponts, the château served as a home for children whose parents had fallen victim to the war. In previous months they had been joined by little ones from Antwerp and Liège who had been evacuated to escape the destruction that Hitler’s V1s and V2s were wreaking. Young and old alike were flabbergasted when German troops barged in on Monday morning and proceeded to claim the premises for themselves. Ignorant of the dramatic changes that had come over the Ardennes in a matter of days, a child pattered in the direction of an SS trooper, grabbed the soldier’s hand, and beamed, “Bonjour, Monsieur l’Américain.” The German threw a glacial stare at the fidgety staff.

The SS swarmed out and searched the château for food. They did not find much. Exhausted and irritated they asked if there were any men in the home. There was only a chaplain, the superintendent replied, but he was ill. The SS lifted the man from his bed and dragged him away. When a staff member cried that he was innocent and tried to stop them, one of the SS brandished a machine gun and yelled: “This is what your priests carry! This is what your priests do!” They took the chaplain outside, shot him, and dumped his body in the Amblève.

The Germans had barely taken possession of the château when heavy American artillery began pummeling the target. Staff and children fled to the cellars. They stayed there for thirteen days without heat or light. They threw mattresses against the cellar windows to keep the worst cold out, but explosions blew away the makeshift insulation and tore a gaping hole in one wall. Only at night could staff members slip out to empty the reeking buckets that served as toilets. On those occasions they also filled jerricans with water from a nearby stream. At one point, the staff managed to cook a thin soup from dried cabbage and peas. Some SS men, however, took perverse pleasure in spoiling it by dumping a huge clump of salt into the cauldron. The SS thought nothing either of assembling their wounded in the basement and administering first aid in full view of the children. When some of the little ones screamed at the scenes in horror, the soldiers simply snapped at them to shut up.

Peiper’s men stayed at the château no more than a couple of days. Their places were taken by less aggressive Volksgrenadiers led by an elderly commander who was moved to tears when he stepped into the children’s troglodyte world. As soon as he learned that they were without food, he had his men turn up with a hundred breads. By limiting meals to a bowl of water and a dry crust, the German manna allowed the colony to survive for another ten days. Even under the new regime, however, things easily spun out of control. One evening drunk soldiers stumbled into the cellar threatening to shoot some of the staff. An officer intervened just in time to prevent the worst. Finally, on the thirteenth night, two German trucks waited on a path about one and a half miles from the château. The children in a long line slid through the woods silent as ghosts. Then the Germans whisked them away to the relative safety of the château at Farnières, less than five miles south of Trois-Ponts. Although the Salesian Fathers were already burdened with the impossible task of caring for some eight hundred people who had sought refuge behind their institute’s thick walls, they received the traumatized children with open arms.44
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One look at his maps told Peiper that with the bridges of Trois-Ponts gone he would have to continue northwest through the Amblève Valley as far as La Gleize. There he was to swing southwest again, secure the bridge over the Amblève at Cheneux and, finally, cross the bridge over the Lienne at Hâbièmont. This loop would eventually take the Kampfgruppe back to Werbomont and onto the highway leading to Huy and the Meuse. Peiper ground his teeth as he calculated the delay the detour would cause. There was no time to lose. His men had to get going.

On the roads to La Gleize and Cheneux, civilian refugees hurried along with suitcases and bundles. They came from Trois-Ponts, from Stavelot, and from as far away as Malmedy. Many were young people who had been active in the resistance or who feared being sent to Germany as forced laborers under a new German occupation. But there were elderly on the icy roads, too, and families with children and babies. That the flight from the Ardennes stopped short of escalating into the mass exodus triggered by the German invasion in May 1940 was probably due only to the harshness of winter. In one of the American vehicles falling back to the Lienne, two soldiers shared their cabin with an exhausted elderly couple. The man and woman had begged the GIs to take them along. They were Jewish. “We lived through the Nazi occupation,” they sobbed, “but we cannot stand any more.”45

Peiper’s armor came roaring through La Gleize early Monday afternoon. Just when the column plunged downhill to Cheneux and started crossing the Amblève bridge, sixteen P-47 Thunderbolts swooped down on the vehicles. In one of the rare appearances of the Allied air force in the cloudy first week of the offensive, the American pilots bombed and strafed Peiper’s troops all the way back to Stavelot. The attack failed to halt the Kampfgruppe. But it wrought havoc on Cheneux’s tiny community. At the village entrance the aircraft blew up a house and its two elderly inhabitants. On the bridge they strafed two women. Only the seven-year-old boy who was with them managed to survive. The villagers rushed to the cellars with the strongest vaults.46

As the Americans turned out to have blown up the bridge over the Lienne at Hâbièmont, the main part of the Kampfgruppe on Monday evening began retracing its steps to La Gleize. Its purpose now was to capture a bridge over the Amblève just west of the village, at Stoumont. A smaller detachment dug in at Cheneux to secure the bridge already captured. Once again the SS had been thwarted; once again they were in a foul mood. Two troopers commandeered the house of the Prince family. Had his father not been critically ill, Maurice Prince would have fled Cheneux with the other young men of his village. Now there was nothing he could do but endure the soldiers’ taunts and threats. The Germans entered the kitchen, grabbed a cane, and in one big sweep wiped everything from the table. They yanked open drawers and cupboards, stuffing whatever took their fancy into their oversized pockets: money, father’s favorite pipe, even Maurice’s football shoes. They demanded the boy’s passport and beat him with the cane, accusing him of being a “partisan.” Then, suddenly, the power broke down. Maurice slipped away in the welcome dark. He hid in a hayloft until the Americans forced the Germans out later that week.47

On Tuesday things remained quiet in Cheneux. The 82nd U.S. Airborne Division assembled near Werbomont to help strengthen the northern shoulder and stop Peiper. Patrols of the 504th Parachute Infantry began probing in the direction of Cheneux on Wednesday. They made the atmosphere grow tense again. The SS flushed most inhabitants from their cellars and packed them in the local school. A first American attack materialized in mid-afternoon. People in the school building shivered and moaned as horrible noises bounced back and forth between walls and blackboards. The SS beat off the paratroopers. At dusk they relocated the civilians once again. This time they chased them into the village church in the company of their priest. Attack upon attack followed during the night and the long day that followed. The sounds reverberating through the church grew infernal. The noise of rifles, grenades, and flak wagons mingled with the cries of soldiers fighting man to man. Bullets shattered the church windows. People crawled over shards of glass in their haste to become invisible under pews.

The Americans were in control of most of Cheneux by the end of Thursday, but skirmishes and shelling continued until Friday night. It was Saturday when the paratroopers finally allowed the civilians to leave the church and seek refuge in neighboring villages. By that time they had spent two days and three nights in God’s own fortress without food or water. Desperate with cold, people had smashed the furniture to burn some wood. Mothers had made their thirsty babies suck handkerchiefs wetted with holy water. Some of the elderly had gone insane when combat was at its worst.

Squinting against the light of day, the inhabitants of Cheneux barely recognized their village. There were ruins everywhere and houses were still smoldering. Battle had claimed the lives of two more villagers. One elderly man had been mortally wounded near his farm. Another farmer, a father of eight, was killed while trying to save his cows from a burning barn. Paratroopers had to take care of so many of their own casualties that for a while after battle they scarcely paid attention to the civilian dead in the street.48
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While the battle for Cheneux raged, a bigger battle erupted a mile to the northwest, at Stoumont. Persistent rumors about a German offensive had begun to worry the people there as early as Sunday. They became scared when refugees started flowing through their streets on Monday morning. With mouths dry from fear the refugees shouted snippets of news at the inquisitive faces in Stoumont. Someone yelled that he had heard the Germans attack Stavelot that very morning. By noon many inhabitants of Stoumont were on the road themselves. They left too late. Within a few hours, one villager was dead, a victim of the fighter-bombers harassing Peiper’s column near Cheneux. That evening, Peiper’s men, regrouping after the setback at the Lienne near Hâbièmont, made their bivouac between La Gleize and Stoumont. They were to seize Stoumont and the Amblève bridge just beyond it before the break of dawn.49

GIs of the same division that was being rushed to Stavelot had poured into Stoumont on Monday. But on Tuesday morning the men of the 30th Infantry Division proved no match for the full furor of Kampfgruppe Peiper. By noon Stoumont was firmly in German hands. There were tense moments when SS troopers began dragging trapped American soldiers from their hiding places. The Germans appeared to be “in a fury of frustration.” Rumors of the brutal killing of American POWs near Malmedy had already drifted as far as Stoumont. Ernest Natalis, the village’s respected schoolteacher, feared for the lives of the captured GIs. Perhaps to defuse the situation, he walked up to an officer and asked for a doctor to have a look at a mortally wounded American. The officer exploded at the request, and in no time Mr. Natalis was hemmed in by snarling SS troopers. “All the people around here,” snapped one of them, “are terrorists.” They grabbed his hat and flung it to the ground. Mr. Natalis calmly picked it up. The enraged officer pointed a pistol at him. After much pushing and shouting, the SS troopers finally decided to leave the teacher alone. There was more important work to be done. The fate of Kampfgruppe Peiper itself was hanging in the balance.50

Although the 30th Division’s 119th Infantry had fallen back from the village of Stoumont, the soldiers stubbornly clung to the area just west of it, including the railroad station and the crucial bridge. From this base, and with the support of the 740th Tank Battalion and units of the newly arrived 3rd Armored Division, the crack infantry prepared to counterattack the isolated SS spearhead and halt it once and for all. Peiper’s men sensed that the enemy was pressing for a showdown. As troops on both sides checked their weapons, Stoumont’s inhabitants took to the cellars. Most flocked to three large shelters. East of the village, some 30 people made themselves invisible in the basement of the Robinson home. Nearby, close to 150 civilians, organized around the village priest, thronged together in a building in the church’s shadow. On the other side of the village at least 260 people packed the basement of the St. Edouard Sanatorium. The large four-storied brick building was home to a Catholic order. Two hundred of the people in the sturdy cellars were young girls and convalescing children in the care of two priests and a group of sisters. Forty others were evacuees from around Elsenborn who had already been guests for several weeks. Another twenty people came from the village itself.51

The St. Edouard Sanatorium was perched on a steep hillside from which it not only had a stunning view of the Amblève Valley, but it also looked down on the main road through Stoumont. It was clear to both sides that whoever held the imposing building would dominate the village. By noon on Tuesday it was the Germans who were firmly in control of the sanatorium. They took over the entire ground floor. Machine guns, artillery, and tanks surrounded the building. The Germans soon spoke of the place as Der Festung St. Edouard, or St. Edouard Fortress.52

SS troops snooped around in the cellars during the evening. “You have nothing to fear from us if you do not harm us,” one of them assured the people. “But,” he added casually, “we had to execute some people from Stavelot who fired at our troops from the windows of their houses.” Such halfhearted assurances did nothing, however, to assuage the people’s fears. Most Belgians were all too aware that the Germans had used the excuse of franc-tireurs to explain the horrible crimes committed in Leuven and Dinant during the Great War.53

Father Hanlet, the chaplain, assisted by another priest, held two Masses in quick succession in the calm of Wednesday morning. Long lines of frightened people shuffled by to receive Communion. American shells began to rock the building around noon. Bullets rattled against the walls like hail. As darkness fell the terrible noise of battle moved to the inside of the sanatorium. Firing, scuffles, and shouts resounded from rooms and halls upstairs. The refugees huddled closer together. Then, suddenly, the door to the basement burst open and the sound of fighting rolled down the stairs. “Civilians! Civilians!” the refugees shrieked. GIs crouched on the stairs, peeking down with their rifles at the ready. Pandemonium erupted. Relieved civilians cried out in joy at being liberated. They wept, laughed, sang. To calm them down Sister Superior led the crowd in reciting twelve rosaries for those fallen in battle. The Americans promised that they would evacuate all civilians as soon as daylight returned.54

At midnight, however, Peiper’s troops counterattacked. German tanks came close enough to fire into the building through the windows. Dust and acrid smoke swirled into the basement. People dipped handkerchiefs in buckets filled with water and tied them over their mouths. SS troopers stormed into the basement. Barking with anger, they took disarmed Americans prisoner, smashed their guns, and hurled the pieces to the floor. They caught an American radio operator who was hiding behind mattresses at the far end of the basement. “We should burn everything here,” an infuriated officer yelled at the trembling refugees.55

The following morning the Americans again launched a ferocious attack against the sanatorium, this time from three sides. The Germans returned fire with every tank and gun available. The din prevented Father Hanlet from celebrating Mass. In a corner he quickly administered Communion to a sick girl the sisters had brought to him. In the afternoon American tanks were firing point-blank into the building. Explosion upon explosion rocked the sanatorium. The roof collapsed. Walls crumbled. Parts of the basement ceiling plunged down. People flung themselves to the floor. They begged and prayed. With tremulous voices the crowd mumbled rosary after rosary. Father Hanlet thought the time had come to give his people general absolution. He had just done so when a shell pierced a basement wall and slammed into a supporting arch. Somehow it failed to explode, but people panicked. They groped through the whirling dust in search of protection. One of the priests rushed up the stairs to beg the Germans to negotiate a cease-fire. But he was shot at and was fortunate to return to the cellar unharmed.

The fighting continued deep into the night. But with dawn came a silence so abrupt and total it was unsettling. Some brave souls returned from the ground floor with news that the Germans had gone. But the liberators were still nowhere to be seen. An artillery duel again erupted as the withdrawing Germans tried to prevent the Americans from getting near. One of the wounded GIs whom the Germans had left behind in the cellar crept up the stairs. He stuck a white flag, made from a curtain rod and towel, out of a window. Minutes later American troops were in control of the sanatorium again.56

As if by miracle, not one of St. Edouard’s 260 refugees was seriously hurt during the two days and nights of savage battle that had razed the building. Several people were seriously ill, however, and the Americans decided to commence evacuation straightaway. The dazed people descended the steep hill in a long line. GIs carried many a child in their arms. One soldier took dry socks from his pocket and slipped them over the icy feet of a girl who had lost her shoes. At the foot of the hill jeeps rushed the elderly and the sick to Stoumont station. The others followed on foot. At the station, big trucks swallowed all of them and spat them out again at places far beyond the reach of the enemy.57

Civilians inside the village of Stoumont emerged from their hiding places no less dazed on Friday afternoon. Four people had been killed in the seesaw battle. Two days in a row the Americans had pounded the place mercilessly with all the guns at their disposal, including heavy 155mm artillery pieces. People in the building near the church had had almost nothing to drink since the beginning of the bombardment. Mrs. Dumont and her four children had fled their damaged house and escaped to the cellar of her in-laws. There, a dozen or more people had been forced to listen for what seemed an eternity to the moans and screams of the wounded and dying in a German aid post on the ground floor.58

The villagers were happy to see the GIs. But the Americans were cautious and distrustful. Trucks had driven the men from the 30th Division to the Ardennes from the front near Aachen so hurriedly that some believed they were still in Germany. They did not immediately know what to make of the civilians. Ernest Natalis rushed into the street with a bottle of wine he had kept for special occasions. The GIs joined in, but not before making Mr. Natalis take the first sip.59
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As ever more American troops and armor converged to blunt the German spearhead, it became clear to Peiper’s commanders that the Kampfgruppe could not hold out much longer without reinforcements and supplies. The lack of fuel, for example, was leaving Peiper’s tanks practically immobilized. While the Kampfgruppe fought for its life at Stoumont, Sepp Dietrich ordered the commander of the 1st SS Panzer Division to do whatever it took to break through to Peiper. On December 21, SS troops again attacked Stavelot. They also hurled themselves against Trois-Ponts. At the same time they tried to get across the Salm River in the hamlets of Neuville and Grand-Halleux. None of these desperate attacks were successful.

It was in this atmosphere of utter frustration that enraged troops of the Leibstandarte Adolf Hitler committed still more war crimes, this time in the area immediately south of the Amblève. On December 20 and 21, for example, SS troopers who appeared to be out of control descended on the château Detilleux. They looted the place from top to bottom. Jewelry, silverware, wine, antique furniture, garden tools, even a large portrait, disappeared into trucks. All else was smashed or ripped apart. A day later, nine SS men entered a house in Refat and demanded food. Their stomachs satisfied, they forced everyone into the cellar. Three women were told to stay. The soldiers dragged them into the bedrooms and raped them.60

Still more crimes took place in Wanne, a tiny village nearly three miles south of Stavelot. SS troops had been in Wanne since noon on Monday, December 18. They had demanded bread, eggs, butter, and bacon at gunpoint. They had stolen anything else there was to eat, including cattle. Other than that, however, they had behaved. But on Wednesday they suddenly turned on the inhabitants. Some villagers later testified that the SS troopers had claimed civilians were giving away the position of their tanks and artillery. Was this a disingenuous way of explaining why their troops had stopped advancing? Whatever the reason, the consequences for the people of Wanne were dreadful. The Germans arrested Jean-François Counet, beat him to a bloody pulp, and then drove him to Aisomont where they shot him. They dragged Emile Henroulle, the local forester, to the church, put him against the wall, and executed him. Two other men, one of them the café owner, were taken to the priest’s garden and cut down with a machine gun. The SS cornered Mr. Maréchal near his farm’s stables and shot him in the head. Others shot Denise Manguette while she crossed the road on her way to what she thought was a better hiding place. Miss Manguette was a refugee from Liège. She was twenty years old. She lived another half hour before dying from her wounds.61
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When the Americans moved into Stoumont on Friday, December 22, they found that Peiper, behind the screen of a rearguard force, had withdrawn his troops to the village of La Gleize the night before. It was at La Gleize, barely two miles northeast of Stoumont, that the Kampfgruppe would make its last stand.

As late as Sunday evening, December 17, the inhabitants of La Gleize had been blissfully ignorant of the juggernaut that had been heading their way since Saturday. They would have heard the rumble of battle approach from Stavelot had they not been deafened by the exuberant chatter and music at the Echo des Campagnes, the village hall. The people of La Gleize were having their long-awaited liberation ball. They were drinking and dancing to celebrate the end of the war that had at last come in September. Refugees from Stavelot, wrapped in blankets and holding small bundles, abruptly broke up the party. Smiles froze on startled faces. People rushed home. By midnight not a sound could be heard at the Echo des Campagnes.62

More and more refugees were pouring in from the east on Monday morning. A man on a bicycle yelled that the old castle at Stavelot was burning. Before long, young people, married men, and entire families from La Gleize were on the run, too. Some fled to isolated farms in nearby hamlets. Others joined the westbound columns. They were not allowed much of a head start. By noon, Peiper’s troops, on their way to the bridge at Cheneux, had already reached the edge of La Gleize.63

Léon Nézer, a refugee from Stavelot, had just stopped at Roanne, a hamlet northeast of La Gleize, when SS troops overtook him. The Belgian immediately struck the Germans as suspicious. Soldiers brought him before an SS officer. The moment he had seen the Germans, Léon Nézer had thrown away all the papers he had on him regarding his involvement in the resistance. But parts of his clothing and scraps of paper in his pockets told the Germans that they had indeed laid their hands on a “partisan.” They beat him up, broke four of his teeth, and prepared to hang him from the nearest tree. The SS officer continued to comb through Mr. Nézer’s wallet. “What’s this?” he asked abruptly, holding up a devotional picture. “It is a picture of Our Lady of Perpetual Aid,” Mr. Nézer murmured, his voice catching in his throat. “My mother gave it to me when I was eight.” Drawing deep breaths, the officer, fixated, stared at the picture for a long time. Léon Nézer braced himself for more beatings from the SS because of the religious find. Suddenly, in a strange voice that spoke German first and then French, the officer told him that he was free to go. Lost in thought, the German handed Mr. Nézer his wallet back. “Go, fast!” he insisted.64

Eager to get to Cheneux, Peiper’s tanks gunned their way through La Gleize early on Monday afternoon, killing two women and the postman. In the evening, the column rammed its way through the village once again, this time heading for Stoumont. SS troopers were now swarming all over La Gleize. Some sixty civilians had refused to leave their village or had been unable to flee. They all took to their cellars in a hurry. Fifty evacuees from Mürringen, a village in the East Cantons, joined them. All kept their heads down in the hope of escaping the ire of the SS.65

But the German troopers, arrogant and irascible, refused to leave the inhabitants alone. The house of Albert Michel, like so many others, had been cut off from water. That would not do, however, for the soldiers who moved into the rooms above his head. They made Mr. Michel come out of the basement and told him to make sure they would have enough water throughout their stay. Twice a day Mr. Michel was forced to climb a hill to get water at a public fountain. Twice a day he risked his life as shells continued to pockmark the area. On Wednesday an explosion blew him off his feet. Water seeped from both buckets as from a sieve. Dazed, his clothing ripped and covered in blood, he staggered to a neighbor’s cellar. He hid and never returned to the SS masters at his home. The day after, Albert Devenne and his wife stumbled into an American command post in Borgoumont, just northeast of La Gleize. Haggard and out of breath, they recounted how an SS trooper had stopped Mr. Devenne on his way to his chicken coop and had coldly announced that he would be shot for spying. Somehow the frightened villager had escaped, made it to his home to get his wife, and broken out of La Gleize.66

By that time the Germans at La Gleize were referring to the village as Der Kessel, or the cauldron. As the Americans tightened the noose, the shelling increased. On Thursday morning SS troopers in search of a safer refuge for their wounded chased seventeen people from the cellar of the Dewez home. Not knowing where to hide next, the exposed civilians stumbled toward the hamlet of La Venne. There, however, SS troops brusquely cut them off and pushed them back. In a panic the refugees hurried from hamlet to hamlet, but each time were driven back. Trapped, and mad with fear, they fell back to the village again. Several houses were ablaze. A German officer finally rushed the desolate people to the church.67

The church was being converted into a first-aid station. At dark the building rapidly filled with wounded SS men and American prisoners evacuated from Stoumont. The injured were white as chalk and moaned and cried. Straw on the floor soaked up the blood. Soldiers died before the eyes of the villagers who crept into a corner afraid to move. On the other side of the thick church wall a German tank blasted away at regular intervals. The civilians prayed with their priest that they might live for just a few more hours; they did not hope for more. An SS soldier from Nuremberg who spoke French brought the villagers some coffee. He also gently put down a bucket with water so that they would have something to drink during the long night ahead.68

If the night with its eerie flashes and deep rumble was nerve-racking, the day that followed proved to be devastating. By noon on Friday punishing concentrations of American artillery fire were reducing La Gleize to rubble. Phosphorus shells set house upon house on fire. Explosions hammered the village hour after hour. Ignoring the large red-cross flag the Germans had hung from the church, shells tore into the spire and roof. Dust and stone rained down from the ceiling. The giant bells came crashing down with an earsplitting noise. The helpless wounded screamed. The villagers inside the church had had enough. They fled the crumbling refuge and drifted to the school. But SS troops in nearby trenches again chased them away. Darkness had fallen. Clinging to the walls, the villagers slowly made their way to a stable. Thunderous shelling continued throughout the night. Men leaned against the stable door to prevent it from being blown off its hinges. At dawn the wanderers again abandoned their shelter. Crouching in ditches and behind hedges, ever fearful of mines, they finally sneaked their way to the American lines. Inexplicably, all those who had been driven from their cellar on Thursday survived the two-day ordeal without serious harm. Seven other villagers, however, perished in the battle. A man and a boy later died of illnesses contracted in damp and drafty hideaways.69

On Saturday night Peiper ordered all those of his Kampfgruppe who were still able to walk to pull out of the cauldron. They were to try to reach the German lines further east. For the better part of a week the armored SS fist had sowed fear in the ranks of Allied soldiers and civilians alike. Peiper had started out with 4,000 troops who had later been joined by some 1,800 reinforcements. Now the remnants of his once cocky combat group numbered barely 800 men. On their way out of La Gleize they ordered two farmers to accompany them as guides. Under cover of darkness the weary civilians led the SS troopers to a small wooden bridge across the Amblève. As soon as dawn came the once haughty soldiers sneaked out of sight and hid in the woods. Peiper told the two Belgians to go home.70
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Kampfgruppe Peiper had at last been stopped. It had taken the combined effort of units belonging to the 30th Infantry, 3rd Armored, and 82nd Airborne Divisions to do so. Together these three American outfits extended westward the defensive shoulder of the 1st, 2nd, and 99th Infantry Divisions that had stonewalled the rest of Dietrich’s Sixth Panzer Army not far from its jump-off line. As at Elsenborn, heavy concentrations of American firepower played a vital role in the western part of the shoulder. One such artillery base had coalesced around Chevron, a village of no more than eight hundred people. With Stoumont and La Gleize situated, respectively, four and six miles to the northeast, airborne artillery as well as heavy 155mm batteries had quickly dug in on Chevron’s high north-south ridge. Eagle-eyed radio operators in the church tower continually scanned the east.71

Chevron also served as the nerve center of the 82nd Airborne Division. Headquarter units and military police joined the cannoneers in the village. Because German agents were rumored to have been dropped from the skies north of the salient, the Americans decided on radical measures to prevent them from infiltrating the civilian population. The day after Christmas all of Chevron’s male inhabitants between the ages of sixteen and sixty were loaded onto American trucks and driven to the rear. “The Germans were phobia-stricken by terrorists,” observed Mr. Jamar, the village’s seventy-eight-year-old notary, “the Americans have a phobia for German paratroopers.” Many other villagers, fearful that the Germans might take over Chevron despite the many American reinforcements, left their houses voluntarily. Paratroopers swiftly claimed the abandoned houses for themselves.72

The SS troops never made it to Chevron. Instead, the agony of war for the remaining villagers was in the earsplitting furor of the American artillery that seemed never to stop. Heavy guns were as close to Mr. Jamar’s house as fifty-five yards. On December 21, when they had been aiming for Stoumont, they had shattered the doors and windows. When they had directed their full wrath toward La Gleize two days later, the noise had been so horrendous it had made Yvonne, Mr. Jamar’s daughter, burst into tears. On Christmas Day and the day after, the batteries trained massive firepower on German troops threatening the positions at Chevron from the south following the collapse of defenses at St. Vith. Bright flashes lit the rooms night after night and hour after hour. The angry salvos made the house tremble. The maddening noise finally drove a shell-shocked Yvonne Jamar into the closet where the old clothes were kept.73

The guns pounded the ears and frayed the nerves, but they also blasted the fear from people’s hearts. Once the crisis of the Christmas days had passed, the inhabitants of Chevron never again worried about a German breakthrough near their village. They felt safe behind the steel wall of artillery. Those suffering a second German occupation had their faith in the Americans thoroughly shaken. But people in Chevron, like other witnesses of the buildup on the edges of the Bulge, knew that the Germans were heading for defeat. Not only did the Americans have too much artillery, they had too much of everything. On December 31 Mr. Jamar noted in his diary: “When seeing these American soldiers, the huge trucks, the enormous tanks, the large number of little jeeps driving at high speed, all these vehicles loaded with food, ammunition, equipment of all kinds . . . one can only be astounded, thinking that all this has come from America, across the sea on big ships!”74

Though most communication had to take place by means of sign language, relations between the rearguard troops and the remaining civilians were generally excellent. With most men gone, paratroopers volunteered to milk the cows and even made sure to carry some of it to people in the cellars. As rural Chevron had not yet been connected to any waterworks, GIs also helped take cattle to the watering troughs. The aged Mr. Jamar watched with approval how a GI urged a woman to hand over her yoke and its two buckets and then went to get water for her at the public fountain. It was, Mr. Jamar was pleased to note in his diary, “a little idyllic scene in the midst of the agony of war.”75

For people who had not eaten well for four years, however, it was the mountains of food piling up in the American rear that impressed them most. While GIs in foxholes subsisted on tasteless rations and civilians inside the Bulge went hungry, rearguard troops in Chevron spoiled civilians with the amounts and the kinds of food they had almost forgotten existed. Mr. Jamar studded his diary with inventories and descriptions of American gifts of food to his family: ham, tomatoes, bacon, applesauce, chicken, lemon juice, turkey, rice, biscuits, jam, peaches, white bread, syrup, porridge, “mixed fruits from Africa,” candy, coffee. “Truly,” the notary wrote on the last day of 1944, “I talk now more often of eating than of the war.”76
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Had they been able to read the diary entry being written in Chevron that day, Mr. Jamar’s comment would have struck the inhabitants of Malmedy, a town some fifteen miles northeast of the village, as highly ironic and painful. For it was exactly in the last days of 1944 that more suffering had came upon them than any they had experienced in four years of war.

At the outbreak of the German offensive it looked as if Malmedy would fall prey to enemy troops. Shells began to hit the town in the morning hours of Saturday, December 16. They killed thirteen civilians and three GIs in no time, leaving many more injured. Charles Hilgers, a twelve-year-old refugee from Wirtzfeld, witnessed one of many horrible scenes. A teenage girl lay in the street in a puddle of blood. She gazed at her severed legs. Charles knew the girl. He would remember for the rest of his life the red laced boots she had been wearing that day. In the afternoon more explosions echoed from the heights north of town: jittery American troops were blowing up ammunition and fuel depots. Civilians hastily removed Belgian flags from their houses. On Sunday Dietrich’s troops were hammering the area east of Malmedy while Peiper’s men were advancing along roads just south of the town. Withdrawing American troops poured through Malmedy all day long. The town’s U.S. Civil Affairs unit was also given the order to pull out. Local Belgian administrators quickly followed suit. So did the local section of the Belgian Red Cross, which allowed only one doctor, Cécile Van Ackere, a female volunteer, to remain behind.77

The sight of military and civilian authorities abandoning them caused the population to panic. “Civilians joined the exodus with bicycles, pushcarts, wheelbarrows, baby carriages, anything in which to transport a few pitiful belongings.” Malmedy was a fair-sized town of some 5,300 people. Complicating matters, some 6,000 refugees lived in the area, most of them in the care of American authorities. Almost half their number had found shelter in the town itself. The majority were evacuees from Belgian communities close to the West Wall. Some 400 were German displaced persons. That almost all of these people spoke the enemy’s language did nothing to calm the nervous atmosphere. Some civilians actually thought it safer to leave town in columns protected by armed policemen. They feared reprisals on their way out from townspeople who had remained loyal to Germany in this largely French-speaking part of the East Cantons. To solve congestion and increase security the Americans finally halted all civilian circulation on Sunday afternoon. By that time, however, close to 4,000 inhabitants and evacuees had already fled from the town.78

Malmedy’s remaining inhabitants were fortunate that Peiper’s Kampfgruppe was interested in the Meuse and not in their beloved town. Dietrich’s other troops, meanwhile, never made it to Malmedy. It was not for want of trying, however. On December 21, as part of Dietrich’s order to break through to Peiper, the 150th Panzer Brigade launched a frontal assault on Malmedy in the hope of gaining control over vital roads leading to the Kampfgruppe. But by that time, the town, like Stavelot, had been reinforced with infantry from the 30th Division. The German attack petered out that same day, never to be followed by another. Enemy artillery fire did, however, continue to harass Malmedy day after day. Five hundred civilians sought refuge in a large cave dug into a hillside; two hundred people thronged together in the caves of the old town abbey; hundreds of others flocked to the solid cellars of the town’s tanneries, factories, and main stores. There they lived in abominable conditions as American authorities and an ad hoc civilian government struggled to get sufficient quantities of water and food to the subterranean refugees.79

Yet, despite all that, GIs and civilians were generally optimistic after the failed attack of December 21. Malmedy had been shown to be firmly in the hands of the Americans on the ground. Moreover, as the skies began to clear, the air appeared to belong to the Allies for as far as the eye could see. On Saturday, December 23, the people of Malmedy stretched their necks to have a better view of the giant bomber formations that sliced through the sky on their way east. For the people in Chevron the aircraft were just another comforting show of force. For the inhabitants of Malmedy they were the beginning of a nightmare that would last three days.80

That Saturday more than six hundred medium bombers of the Ninth U.S. Air Force were heading for German bridges, crossroads, and railheads near the base of the Bulge to disrupt enemy supply lines. Zülpich was the target of twenty-eight B-26 “Marauders” of the 322nd Bomber Group. They had taken off from a base in France at 1:20 P.M. On their course to the target the bombers were to pass just south of Eupen, some fifteen miles north of Malmedy. But cloud formations and German antiaircraft batteries soon threw the formation into disarray and off course. At 3:25 P.M. only six B-26s were still heading for what their crews thought to be Zülpich or a town east of it. At 3:26 P.M. the pilots were over their target and dropped eighty-six bombs weighing 250 pounds each. The bombs whistled their way not to Zülpich but to American-held Malmedy.

At 3:27 P.M. GIs and civilians, who moments earlier had been admiring the mighty Allied machines, were sucked into a vortex of unimaginable destruction. Within seconds the center of town was obliterated. Fires raged out of control. Soldiers and civilians did not know where to begin offering help. Americans rushed to display large identification panels on the highest buildings and in the hills above the town. Over radio and phone they frantically signaled higher authorities that a tragic mistake had been made.81

With water mains ruptured, pumps frozen, and the fire brigade not equipped to deal with a crisis of such magnitude, fires were still burning the next day. Search teams dragged ever more bodies from under the rubble. American bulldozers cleared streets to allow ambulances to get through. While the desperate rescue operations continued in Malmedy that afternoon, the first of two thousand Allied heavy bombers from England reached the continent over Ostend, Belgium. Eighteen American B-24 “Liberators” headed straight for the stricken Malmedy. At 2:30 P.M. they released a bomb load almost four times as destructive as that of the day before.82

Even today there is no clear explanation for the second bombing error. To the people in Malmedy that Sunday afternoon the explanation did not matter. The only thing they could think of was to get away from what felt like a volcanic eruption in the middle of town. Dust and debris mushroomed high into the sky. Rapidly spreading fires engulfed entire blocks. Many never made it out of the cauldron. Joseph Marly, nine years old, was playing football with some friends when he heard the planes. His grandfather and mother plucked him from the street and rushed him to the cellar. They were on the stairs when a bomb exploded. The cellar went black. Only the burning sensation in his leg caused Joseph to come to again. A stove had turned over and red-hot coals were burning his flesh. His upper body was covered by a mattress, which had probably saved his life. Many others in his cellar had been less fortunate. His mother and sister were wounded. His grandfather, grandmother, aunt, and six-year-old brother were dead. Another of his aunts died after the Americans transported her to a hospital in Verviers.83

In the basement of the town abbey, Maria Blaise, two years older than Joseph, survived an ordeal that was no less frightening. She was an orphan of a kind. Her mother had died when she was eight. Her father had been forced into the German army. A woman from Düsseldorf was looking after her. At two o’clock in the afternoon, Ferdinand Hilgers, one of the town’s priests, dropped by to console people and offer the crowd general absolution. Many older people wept. A half an hour later the earth suddenly rumbled. The lights went out. The walls trembled. The ceiling shook and caved in. The burners in the boiler room exploded. People gasped for air. They stumbled over suitcases and folding beds. Just as she thought she would suffocate, Maria grabbed the jacket of a passing man. He towed her behind him all the way to the coal chute. A frantic hand pulled her into the light and fresh air. At least forty corpses stayed behind in the dark.84

Smoke was still rising from Malmedy on Christmas Day. American engineers had fought throughout the night to tame the blaze. They had been able to reign in some of the runaway fires only by dynamiting and bulldozing houses into firebreaks. It was no longer possible to count the corpses. The morgues were full. Frozen bodies were piled up at the cemetery. Many others were laid out on stretchers and under blankets in school playgrounds. As some semblance of organization returned to Malmedy early in the afternoon, three groups of medium bombers belonging to the Ninth Air Force took off from a base near Paris. Their orders were to obliterate the road center of St. Vith and the Germans who had just captured it. Four B-26s drifted off course as a result of faulty instruments. They mistook Malmedy for St. Vith. Convinced that the smoke over the town was that from damage in St. Vith caused by planes that had preceded them, they dropped another sixty-four bombs, of 250 pounds each, right on target. As the dust over Malmedy settled once again late in the afternoon, incredulous soldiers and civilians returned to the rubble. Like automatons they resumed the digging.85

The bombardments of Malmedy were not the only cases of fratricide that occurred during the Battle of the Bulge. Allied planes also mistakenly bombed Verviers and the railroad yards at Arlon in their efforts to rupture German supply lines, causing military and civilian casualties in both towns. But the fate of Malmedy was by far the worst. Thirty-seven American soldiers were killed and close to one hundred were injured. A total of 225 civilians lost their lives in the three successive bombardments. Most of them were older people, women, and children. More than 140 victims were from Malmedy, the others were refugees. Many of the refugees had been evacuated from Belgian villages near the West Wall, and others had escaped from war-ravaged German cities like Aachen, Bonn, and Düsseldorf. But all of them had fled one danger only to perish in another. Much of the town was reduced to a mass of rubble. According to some estimates, nearly half of Malmedy’s 1,160 houses had been destroyed or made uninhabitable. American military authorities, the Belgian Red Cross, and the National Work for Children tried to supply as many people as possible with food, clothing, and shelter. They failed to cope, however, especially with German artillery continuing to wreak havoc. On December 28 American trucks began evacuating large numbers of people to neighboring villages and refugee centers in the interior.86

The destruction that aircraft released over Malmedy was never meant to separate combatants from noncombatants, let alone make a distinction between nationalities. The explosives took the lives of American soldiers, Belgian civilians, and German refugees with equal greed. For those thrown together in the cauldron, the bombers were the only enemy. Count de Kerchove of the Belgian Red Cross in a letter to the mayor of Malmedy on April 18, 1945, pleaded in favor of Mrs. Sacha Epp. Mrs. Epp was thirty years old and German. She had lost her parents and had arrived in Malmedy as a refugee in October 1944. She volunteered as a nurse straightaway. During the bombardments and in the weeks that followed she worked day and night with de Kerchove’s Belgian team to save lives. Now Belgian authorities insisted that she, like all other German refugees, return to her own country. Before leaving Malmedy himself, de Kerchove begged the mayor to intervene on Mrs. Epp’s behalf and “to let her stay here, in this good town that she loves the way we love it.” “She deserves it,” the count wrote emphatically, “she has been perfect and is perfect . . . I cannot give her better praise.” Sacha Epp never left Malmedy again.87
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