
Historical and literary trail
 
66: The Kall Trail

Length: 8.5 kilometres (approx. 5 miles)
Duration: 2.5 to 3 hours
Difference in altitude:160 metres 
Elevation above sea level: 360 metres
 
Description:

   The trail starts at the museum “Hürtigwald, 1944 and in peacetime” (1) (Tel.: 
02429 / 90 26 13) and heads off in the direction of Vossenack Church (2), in which 
combat also took place during the battle. This is commemorated both by a plaque in 
the church itself and by the artistically designed entrance doorway and the windows.
A previous starting point on the Kall Trail is marked by the “Splitterkreuz” (Shrapnel 
cross). A little later you pass by “Stumms Krüzche” (4) which even today bears the 
scars of battle.

   The view (5) of Schmidt from Vossenack gives little clue to the deep valley which 
separates the two localities. 

   Shortly after entering the woods, you encounter the site where Lieutenant Fleig 
drove his Sherman tank over a mine and blocked the Kall Trail (6). Several other 
tanks also came to grief here and at the rocky promontory, which had to be 
painstakingly removed by pioneers as the vehicles were severely obstructing the 
pathway. The site is located immediately in front of the Aid Station (7) which is on the 
right-hand side. 

   The painting “A time for healing” in the museum portrays realistically the situation at 
that time. On the Kall Bridge (8) there is a sculpture commemorating the 
humanitarian actions of the German medical corps officer Dr. Stüttgen; Additional 
information can be found on the accompanying plaque. 

   On the bank opposite, in the direction of Kommerscheidt, lies the tank track (9) of a 
Sherman which, like all their other vehicles, was abandoned by the retreating 707 
Tank Battalion. 

   Further along the trail the meadow (10)  described by Gavin in his writings can be 
found and which in Spring 1945 was still strewn with dead bodies and ruined wartime 
material. Directly behind this is the bend in the path where Colonel Petersen was 
attacked by German troops and was forced to flee, abandoning his Jeep. Please 
observe here the tank track prints in the rocky ground which are still visible to this 
day (11). The view into the Kall valley once again shows how unexpectedly difficult 
the terrain was for the Americans. 

   Further up in the wood there are foxholes (American English) or trenches or 
dugouts (British English) (12) which probably served as battle stations of the two 
battalions, under fire, prior to their withdrawal. 



   From Point 13, you have a magnificent view of Vossenack and the steep mountain 
ridge which once belonged to the Lukasmühle and where the German troops erected 
a first-aid station. It was here that the American troops of the 2nd Battalion endured 
intensive artillery fire for days before finally retreating in panic. 

  On the way back the Mestrenger Mühle (14) offers an ideal opportunity for a break 
The mill itself changed hands many times during the battle. The owner at that time, 
Peter Dohr, was killed in April 1945 by an exploding mine, a fate shared by many 
inhabitants of the region long after the war.

   At the fork in the path near Point 15, depending on the state of the vegetation, you 
can see Teufelsley, situated to the south, where a German machine-gun 
emplacement covered and controlled the valley. 

   After visiting the museum, a visit to the Vossenack military cemetery and the 
American wartime battle lines west of Gemeter is recommended – both witnesses to 
the remembrance efforts of the two wartime foes.
 
Historical background

   After battle lines from the Netherlands to Lorraine had become stalemated, 
Eisenhower, after a conference with Montgomery and Bradley on October 18th in 
Brussels, decided on a renewed attack to reach the Rhine. As a preparatory measure 
the strategically important locality of Schmidt, situated above the Rur Lake, was to be 
taken. Because the 9th US division had sustained losses of some 4,500 men in the 
fighting around Hürtgenwald and was completely exhausted, it was replaced by the 
28th US division.

    The plan envisaged that the 109th Regiment should attack Hürtgen and secure the 
left flank, the 110th simultaneously capture Simonskall,coming from the direction of 
Ochsenkopf, then proceed on to Steckenborn and Strauch. The 112th was not only to 
occupy Vossenack but was to continue on through the deep Kall valley and take the 
localities of Kommerscheidt and Schmidt, then head west and join forces with the 
units based near Monschau. This initial situation could at best be described as too 
many objectives and too little intelligence. Although the combat troops were issued 
with topographical maps, the staff of the corps and army units, situated far away, 
were using copies of Michelin street maps from the year 1940 – in which neither the 
steep valleys nor the Rur Valley dams were marked.

  Whether the dams would every have played a part in the planned attack is even 
today open to controversy. What was clear was that as long as the Germans 
controlled the dams, they could halt the progress of any army by planned flooding. 
Joe Collins, commander of the US VII. Corps, who commanded the first attack in the 
direction of Schmidt, relates in his memoirs: “There was neither information about the 
two big dams … south of Schmidt, nor were these given as attack objectives for the 
VII. Corps” (“Lightning Joe”, 1979). Colonel Petersen, who as commander of the 112 th 

Regiment led the second attack, later stated succinctly: “The dams never entered the 
picture”. For the German leadership, however, it was clear that an American attack 
on Schmidt could only have this one objective.  Consequently German General Field 



Marshal Model, Supreme Commander of Army Group B, just at that time taking part 
in a tactical exercise with all the important army commanders in Schlenderhahn, near 
Bergheim, deployed all available troops, including the 116th Armoured Division, 
recently withdrawn after the capitulation in Aachen, to stop the American advance.

   The weather, in the meantime, had deteriorated dramatically, heralding the most 
miserable autumn in decades. If one reads the ever recurring reports about American 
material superiority, then it is hard to imagine why the soldiers, in the meantime stuck 
in the trenches in almost zero temperatures in summer uniforms, were so unprepared 
for such a style of combat.  

   Consequently in addition to the losses incurred through injury and death the 
Americans increasingly suffered injuries such as trench foot, frostbite and pneumonia 
euphemistically termed by the leadership as “battle unrelated losses”. The US army 
reported figures of 47,039 deaths, soldiers wounded or missing for the period 
September 1st to December 15th, 1944. However, another 50,867 must be added to 
this number, being losses due to illness, physical and mental exhaustion.

   On the morning of November 2nd, 1944, the battle named “Allerseelenschlacht” (“All 
Souls Day Battle”) by the Germans and the “Battle for Schmidt” by the Americans 
commenced, one of the engagements with the greatest losses ever  incurred by an 
American division to date in the European theatre of operations and which 
subsequently served as an example not to follow as part of training for US general 
staff. Military historian Charles MacDonald has analysed the course of these battles 
minutely. As the document is accessible to the general public under 
http://history.amedd.army.mil/booksdocs/wwii/Schmidt2/Schmidt.htm (bitte Verknüpfung 
checken!!!) only the most important details will be presented here.  

   At the end of October units of the 28th U.S. Division were deployed in the area 
around Hürtgenwald, taking over the positions previously occupied by the 9th Division, 
traces of  which can still be identified even today in the forest west of the hotel “Zum 
Alten Forsthaus”.  For the preparatory phase of “Operation Queen” the infantry 
division was reinforced by additional armoured battalions and anti-tank units  At 
approximately 0900 hours on the morning of 2nd November, following an hour-long 
artillery bombardment, the three regiments stormed their objectives. However, for the 
109th the minefield laid around the forest area “Wilde Sau” was to prove a deathtrap 
and the unit had to be relieved five days later by the 12th Regiment of the 4th U.S. 
Division. The 110th could however only capture Simonskall and remained stuck at the 
line of bunkers at Ochsenkopf. Only the 112th managed on the first day to take 
Vossenack and the hilly ridge, then on the following day progressed on to the church 
at Schmidt.

   This sudden success appeared to allow the commander of the 28th, General 
Normal “Dutch” Cota, to put his other losses out of mind and he felt “a little like 
Napoleon”.

    Congratulatons poured in but in reality the overall situation deteriorated 
dramatically. Units of the 116th Panzerdivision (German armoured division) and the 
89th Infantry division began to attack the two American battalions in Schmidt and 
Kommerscheidt and an intense artillery barrage, supported by covert reconnaissance 

http://history.amedd.army.mil/booksdocs/wwii/Schmidt2/Schmidt.htm


and coordinated from the reinforced bunkers at Burgberg, rained down on the 
soldiers, who were too exhausted to dig foxholes with their little entrenching tools. 

   The attempt to send American tanks through the so-called “Kall Trail” ended in 
disaster. The leading tank, commanded by Lieutenant Fleig drove over a mine and 
blocked the path, other tanks, attempting to avoid the wreck, crashed down the steep 
inclines. It took Lieutenant Flieg until the following morning to reach Kommerscheidt 
using a replacement tank. For 24 hours he was the only one able to provide 
armoured support for the stranded Gis. In Vossenack the situation also worsened. 
The soldiers of the 2nd Battalion, deployed on the hilly ridges, were unprotected 
against German artillery fire and finally withdrew in panic on 6th November.   

   It was with great difficulty that the Americans managed to deploy a new line of 
defence at the church in Vossenack. On the way to the divisional planning 
headquarters in Rott, Regimental Commander Colonel Petersen was caught in an 
ambush on the upper Kall Trail and needed two days to break through the enemy 
lines. Cota was so horrified by the state of his wounded officer that, already affected 
by continuous reports of heavy losses, he fainted. 

   All attempts to reinforce the units in Kommerscheidt with new reserves and tanks, 
namely Taskforce Ripple and Taskforce Davis, failed miserably and on 8th November 
the order was given to withdraw. In the darkness the GIs streamed in the direction of 
Vossenack, at times waved through in sympathy by the Germans occupying the Kall 
Valley. In the area around the Kall bridges, there were numerous ceasefires between 
7th and 9th November 1944, organised by the German Staff Medical Officer Dr. 
Stüttgen, allowing exchange of prisoners and medication. However, such exchanges 
were of a limited nature; Scant metres away the killing continued. 

   Eisenhower, who was visiting the front at this time, demanded a new attack on 
Schmidt, but even he had to finally to admit that there was no way a battle could be 
won with these combat-weary soldiers. The 28th was ordered to a supposed rest 
location to recuperate, where, acccording to the opinion of the Allied leadership, no 
German attack could be possible: To the Ardennes. A few weeks later they were 
almost wiped out there by a German counter offensive. 

   After the “Allerseelenschlacht” only scattered confrontations took place in the Kall 
Valley - at Geisenheck (December 1944) and Ochsenkopf (January 1945), for 
example. It took until February 1945 before the 82nd Airborne Division made another 
attack on the Kall Trail. Their commander, James Gavin, one of the youngest and at 
the same time ablest troop leaders of the US Armed Forces, was horrified to see the 
dead of the 28th Division still lying unburied in the woods. They reminded him of a 
scene in Dante's Inferno.

   “In addition, on both sides of the trail many, many corpses, visible again after the 
melting of the winter snows. These cadavers, disfigured, mutilated and marked by 
gangrene infection were stiff and grotesque. Many had their arms stretched 
heavenward as if seeking help. They wore the keystone (alternative translation: Unit 
insignia patch) of the 28th Infantry Division, “The Bloody Bucket”. Apparently they had 
fought in the previous autumn, shortly before the first heavy snowstorms” (excerpt 
from “On To Berlin”, 1978).



   Further down the river, Gavin found a better location for an offensive and together 
with the 78th division the locality of Schmidt was taken on 7th February 1945. 

   In later life Gavin was appointed US ambassador to Paris and was a fierce 
opponent of the Vietnam war.
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