Selestat
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First Battalion’s Worst Losses

The tactical mission of the 103d Division was to cut the German supply lines to their 19th Army in the Colmar Pocket, South of Strasbourg.  In order to do so, Selestat was the next objective.  The 409th, my regiment, would move south from Dambach-la-Ville on December 1st, through the town of Scherwiller.

On December 6, 1944, The Stars and Stripes, a newspaper of the U.S. Armed Forces in the European Theatre of Operations, succinctly reported, “The U.S. 7th Army won the three day bitter battle for Selestat today, squeezing Allied pincers still tighter on partially encircled German positions west of the Rhine on the central Alsatian Plain.”

For many of those who fought in the battle for Selestat, there was more to be said about those three days than was told by the cold terse facts reported in The Stars and Stripes newspaper.  I believe the battle must have been much longer than three days.  Many things take place in the course of a war that never get told.  Military reports are not intended to mention the hardships and personal experiences of those who must do the killing and be killed.  After you separate the politics from war, though this is mostly what the daily business of a war is all about, people killing and being killed.  Here are a few unreported stories from this point of view.

For one thing, on December 2, 1944, only fifteen men out of about one hundred and fifty-eight from Company “B” escaped capture or death that day, and only about six or seven from the First Platoon of Company “D”.  The loss of these men happened within a very few hours in the early morning of December 2nd.  This loss was from the First Battalion of the 409th Infantry Regiment, my Battalion, and from Company “D” of that Battalion, my company.  Many of these were my friends and people I had come to know well.  Good friends were lost that day.

Also, although it was a minor incident by military standards, the shelling these men suffered as they marched toward Selestat will live in their minds for the rest of their 
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lives.  This was not significant enough to mention in news reports, and fell short of anything that history books would include in telling what happened in this war.  However, an afternoon spent as a target for German artillery is no small thing when you are the target.
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Incoming artillery is no small thing

There is a feeling of terror in listening to incoming artillery fire as it screams toward you when it is being directed by soldiers proven to be some of the best in the business.  The terrain in our march to Selestat was flat and provided no place for protection.  There was no time to dig the usual foxhole we had so often dug and not needed in the days before.  Lying on the ground and keeping as low as possible afforded the best chance for not getting hit.  After the first few rounds that it took the Germans to adjust their range, the screams of our wounded and dying could be heard.  It was unnerving.  We had to lie there listening to their cries and the sound of each round as it began its whistling, screaming journey.  Until the shells stopped raining down on us, we were unable to give aid to these casualties.  The whistling noise that each incoming round made, came toward us with growing intensity as it neared, creating a frightening feeling of suspense.  Each time the sound seemed to last an eternity.  Each time I was certain I was its final target and would momentarily be blown to bits.  Each time an exploded shell left me unhurt, there was overwhelming relief that I had been temporarily spared.  Then the sound of another could be heard starting its long screeching trip toward me.  As the shells continued to come, I felt as though the small area I was lying on was the highest point in the valley and I was the most conspicuous target to be seen.  I had stuffed the front of my field jacket with several K ration boxes and as the shells continued to explode all around me, I desperately dug out these ration boxes in order to get a few additional inches of protection closer to the ground.  Each additional fraction of an inch of safety became a precious thing to have.  As I 

mentioned earlier, fear and religion seem to go hand in hand.  You don’t need a war to know about this of course.  Fear and religion seem to be frequent partners in situations like this.  By military standards the shelling was brief, but it will live in the minds of those who were there.  Our Platoon Sergeant, Chuck Ceronski, was one of those wounded, and I believe Corporal Francis Los to have been one of the men killed here.
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Infantry on the move in the field must eat rations they can carry on their person, and they sleep on the ground where they happen to be at the end of the “workday”.  This “workday” may sometimes last all of the night.  After this very long day, with the march from Dambach la Ville to Selestat and the ambush, we reached Selestat that night ready for some rest.  It was almost midnight, and we were tired and a bit anxious about being in enemy territory.  Our squad members had been taking turns carrying the barrel and base of our water-cooled machine-gun all day.  Each of these pieces weighed about sixty pounds and was awkward to carry.  This extra chore had been dutifully, if reluctantly, shared all day.  We were loaded down like pack mules with our own weapons, its ammunition, rations and personal belongings plus ammunition for the machine-gun.  We were pleased, but apprehensive, when our Sergeant designated a house that we could capture for our use and occupy for the night.  No one was enthusiastic about attacking the occupants of a house at that hour, but shelter from the weather has a new importance after you have slept outside on the cold wet ground for a while.  Fortunately, no one was in the house and we entered it and settled in without having to fight to secure it.  This was an unexpected bonus.  There was little time left for much rest.  We knew our orders called for more fighting at dawn.  Fighting a war is bad enough, but it seemed we were always fighting this war at a time when we were hungry, tired and on the verge of exhaustion.  Under such conditions, thoughts of being a hero give way to thoughts of simple survival.

The Giessen River, (more of a small stream then a river), that ran along the northern border of Selestat came to play a “life and death” role for many of us that night.  The bridge over the river had been destroyed, and Company “C” along with me and my platoon were assigned to occupy houses in Selestat that did not require us to wade across the river that night.  This perhaps saved our lives.  Unfortunately, Company “B” and the First Platoon of Company “D” were ordered by Lt. Colonel Teal Therrell, commander of the First Battalion, to cross the river.  They occupied the first six houses across the river, using up their bazooka ammunition to capture them.
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Tanks gave an advantage to the Germans

German infantry supported by tanks counter-attacked them about three-thirty a.m.  There was no more ammunition left for the bazookas, which was their only weapon designated to defend against tanks.  They were defenseless.  As the cannons from the
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tanks leveled the houses occupied by American troops, the buildings became death traps, and the men that were not killed were captured as the tank fire forced them out of the houses into the waiting arms of the German infantry.  All this was happening without the knowledge of those of us who were only a short distance away on the other side of the river.

After the war, my friend Don McGregor, who was captured here on December 2, 1944 in Selestat, visited with me about what happened to the men of Company “D” who were with him in the same house that day. I also talked to C.A. ‘Jeff’ Jennings, James Price, Les Klie, Doug Merrill and others who were there.  There were six German tanks in the attack.  Three rounds were fired into the house they occupied.  The first two rounds destroyed their machine-gun and opened a large hole, and the third caused parts of the house to collapse on those left inside.  After the tank fire, Privates Jeff Jennings, Les Klie, Robert Peterson, Robert Kokensparger, Ted Jenkins and Donald McGregor went out of the house through a rear window and the hole.  Unfortunately, McGregor and Jenkins, the last two men to climb out, found German soldiers waiting for them and were captured.  Those ahead of McGregor and Jenkins escaped to temporary safety back across the river.

The tank fire wounded Private McGregor, Private James Price, Platoon Sergeant Zack Sigler, Staff Sergeant Louie Miles and Private Frank Harding.  Sergeant Vernon Swanson was killed immediately and Tech Sergeant Zack Sigler died of his wounds hours later.  The Germans captured the remaining men in this First Platoon of Company “D”.  After this, German infantrymen entered to inspect the house and Doug Merrill, who was comforting his dying friend, Zack Sigler, pretended death.  He laid very still until the German soldiers left the house.  When the Germans left the house, Doug carried Jim Price and Zack Sigler to a place of hiding in the basement.  They all hid there until American troops began their attack at daylight that morning.  Price was then taken to the rear for medical treatment where his leg had to be removed, and Doug Merrill rejoined the remnants of Company “D”.  I have always felt Doug Merrill showed unusual courage in remaining with his wounded friends, Jim Price and Zack Sigler.  After the Germans left the house, he could have waded the river to certain safety for himself.  Instead, He remained and assisted his wounded friends who were unable to help themselves.  This was at great personal risk, and in my view was deserving of a Bronze or Silver Star.

While this was happening, the house I was in experienced intermittent artillery fire that was falling on the nearby road intersection.  Our house shook with each explosion. I believe this intersection must have served as an artillery “check point”, a landmark used
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to adjust artillery fire.  With each explosion an old grandfather’s clock, lying on its side in the room I was in sounded its gongs.  Sleep consisted of intermittent dozing, not very restful.  I finally gave up the couch I was sitting on to seek better protection on the floor.  Moments later, a large caliber shell passed through both walls of the room making a hole where Al Sodman and I had been seated on the couch.  Survival in the infantry has a lot to do with time, chance and circumstances.

With daylight, we began our attack.  The scene we faced that morning did not encourage us to move forward, but we reluctantly left the protection of our house to dutifully move forward in the attack.  We met a wounded sergeant from Company “C”, the rifle company ahead of us, crawling back towards us unable to walk.  He was pulling himself forward on his stomach.  We spoke to him as we passed and he returned our greeting with no complaint or cry for help.  There were other wounded and dead as we moved across the river that morning, mute evidence of the danger we could expect.  One of the riflemen, who was carrying a hand grenade attached to the lapel of his field jacket, was uninjured when a German sniper’s bullet struck the grenade and dislodged it from his jacket.  It did not explode.  I would never have thought this a likely thing to happen.  I have come to believe anything can happen in a war. 

Progress was slow as the Germans tenaciously clung to each house they occupied.  We methodically fought from house to house.  Where there was resistance, hand grenades and rifle fire were used by the riflemen to rout the occupants.  Each house was sometimes a battle within itself.  After taking one house we would move to the next.
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Each house a battle

German sniper fire was effective and many of our casualties came from this.  After we secured a house, our practice was to locate a table that allowed our machine-gun to cover the street from a window and prepare to give supporting fire to the riflemen as they advanced.  With the gun manned by two men, and in place ready to fire, the rest of us searched for anything we could find to eat or drink while the battle was in progress.

Once, we were greeted at the door by a woman who appeared to be the owner of the house we were entering.  This house had not suffered extensive damage yet.  She
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followed us around to make sure we did not scratch a valuable table or break anything.  It was like fighting a war under your mother's supervision.  She even offered us refreshments.  We respectfully tried to honor her requests as long as we could.  The absurdity of this was beyond imagination.  What a way to fight a war!  As the fighting became more intense, however, there were no civilians to be seen, and the damage to the homes and their contents was too great to worry about scratched tables or broken china.  In one home there was broken glass covering the whole floor.  We took turns manning the machine-gun, and during our turn away from duty on the gun, Sodman and I found protection by sitting on the floor behind a large buffet.  We sat there eating from jars of food we had discovered in the pantry.  Suddenly the house began to shake from nearby incoming artillery rounds.  With each explosion the house shook and Sodman and I were bounced up and down on the broken glass we were sitting on.  (Things like this take a lot away from the ambiance of a dining experience.) 

Al Sodman, my First Gunner, was from a small rural community with an interest in becoming a mechanic and owning his own garage or maybe farming.  He was not one to get lost in a maze of large words in order to express himself.  He could say in plain words whatever needed saying.  Paul Hiser, my Second Gunner, was a college student and had the vocabulary with the sheltered temperament that college students often have.  I believe it was late in the day on the second day of fighting when we took over a new house.  After positioning the gun, Sodman and Hiser manned it in preparation to fire when a target presented itself.  Unbeknownst to us, a tank was located adjacent to our house with its gun muzzle inched from the window we had selected to place our machine-gun.  I was sitting across the room from our machine-gun when the tank fired its cannon.  The muzzle blast was so powerful it rolled Sodman and Hiser across the room as though they were rag dolls.  Sodman came up swearing like a sailor.  He was frightened but unhurt.  Hiser was also frightened and unhurt, but all of his frustration and fright at this unexpected explosion failed to produce a violent reaction.  Hiser’s exclamation was, “Oh dear me!”  My own feelings of fright were best expressed by Sodman, and I thought Hiser’s, “Oh dear me!” was ridiculously inadequate.  It struck me as the funniest thing I had heard all day.  When you think of the caprices of combat that place you near death, “Oh dear me!”, is an understatement beyond belief.  I started laughing, and we all joined in.  We laughed uncontrollably.  It was a time when there was little to laugh at.

I have never been sure whether this muzzle blast was from a German tank or an American tank.  The confusion of combat made sorting out the friends from the enemy a constant problem.  Death from friendly fire is a frequent thing in battle.  At one point, we were in the same with some German soldiers and could hear their talk through the wall of the room next to ours.  It was an unplanned happenstance for both of us 
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apparently, and before we could act the Germans had disappeared.  There is often no clearly marked line separating the “good guys” from the “bad guys”.

Troops in an attack rely on field rations that each man must carry on his person.  This means that food and ammunition must frequently be brought forward from the rear to supply units involved in active continuous combat.  Most of the rations we were issued when we began our march from Dambach-la-Ville had been eaten by now and we were short on supplies.  We foraged for food as best we could from the homes we were in as we fought.  This only partially fed us, of course, and food was constantly on our minds.

By radio, we were told that if we needed supplies we would have to send someone back from our squad to get them.  It was very risky for men carrying supplies to our position, which explained our radio message.  Not only was there artillery and mortar fire, but the damaged and partially destroyed houses between us and our supply depot gave the enemy cover in which their snipers hid.  No one had much enthusiasm to risk life and limb to make such a trip for supplies just to eat better.  However, hunger can eventually change your views.  After a while, fighting a war only partially occupied our thoughts.

Paul Hiser found some eggs, and you would have thought he had discovered gold.  The war was forgotten, and this prize captured our complete attention.  The decision as to how they could best be prepared became controversial.  In Hiser’s view, none of our suggestions measured up to the menu these eggs truly deserved.  Hiser felt he needed to delay using the eggs until he could properly compliment their preparation with our overdue food supplies.
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Priceless eggs

As we fought the battle, Hiser carried his eggs in a little basket similar to those used by small children on Easter Egg hunts.  He went from house to house with his little Easter Egg basket decorated with colored ribbons.  He carefully held them as he dashed from cover to cover to escape enemy fire.  He looked like a well-armed little boy on an Easter Egg hunt rather than an American soldier fighting a battle.  This did not present a picture likely to be seen on any recruiting poster.  Finally, Hiser could stand it no longer, and volunteered to go back to get supplies.  First though, he made us all solemnly swear not to touch his eggs while he was gone.  We agreed.  After a time, it became apparent that we had no way of knowing whether or not Hiser had by now been killed or wounded.  How long should we wait?
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Once, our spirits were raised when we discovered there were tanks in the nearby apple orchard.  Tanks had been giving the Germans a considerable advantage in this battle, and the Giessen River had been blocking our tanks from coming to our rescue.  Our joy was short lived. When they got closer we could see the tanks were German tanks, not American.  After a while one of the tanks moved down the street and put three rounds at floor level on the second floor of the house we had just left.  Had we been there, we may not have survived.  All at once we realized the possibility that neither Hiser nor any of the rest of us may live to eat these priceless eggs.  They could be wasted or maybe even eaten by the enemy.  This made waiting for Hiser a greater risk with each passing moment.  Our intentions were good, but a point had been reached when it seemed likely that Hiser had not survived the trip and we needed to eat the eggs.  By a hasty consensus, we agreed that Hiser must be dead, and the eggs should be eaten or no one may live to eat them.  

Someone discovered a jar of English peas and we all agreed to cook the eggs mixed in with the English peas.  As you can tell, we were better at shooting a machine-gun than we were at cooking.  By the time we got the unappetizing mixture of peas and eggs ready to eat, Hiser appeared.  Our relief at his having survived his trip for supplies was dimmed by Hiser’s exasperation at our failure to honor our promise to save his eggs for him.  In addition, Hiser was much more of a cook that any of us, and had an egg menu planed far superior to our own “peas and egg” concoction.  Our rather hasty judgment cost us some properly cooked eggs and Hiser’s wrath at our unforgivable breach of trust.

It is my recollection that we were in Selestat several days longer than the three-day victory period described in the Stars and Stripes.  I recall December 5th as our departure date.  I may be wrong about this, however.  This is the date the 36th Division relieved the 103d.  When you are a Private doing the fighting, you are sometimes the last to know when the battle is over.  Sometimes you are unsure about who won or lost what.  In this case, enemy resistance just seemed to diminish and fade.  Suddenly, orders came for us to pack up and pull out.  We had survived!  No matter what was “won” or “lost”, the homeowners of Selestat did not “win” anything.  Few of their homes were left that would not require major repairs to be habitable again.

Fear over an extended period, slows time and distorts your awareness of its passage.  An hour of stark terror can seem like a day.  Battles are not fought by an eight-hour workday; they are continuous without regard to day or night.  Time becomes a difficult thing to judge.  The three days of December 1st, December 2nd, and December 3rd, mentioned in the press release, were stamped in my memory as though they had each
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been a month.  Our losses in Selestat resulted in my promotion to Staff Sergeant.  The surviving members of the two machine-gun platoons were combined to allow new replacements to be led by the more experienced soldiers.  I was supposed to be a Section Sergeant commanding two squads (fourteen men), but more replacements were needed for me to have the full compliment.  Until Christmas, only six men were available.  This meant I had no partner to share a foxhole with.  On December 20th, my twenty-first birthday, I spent the night alone with shrapnel in my right shoulder.  There were snipers in the rear of us between me and the aid station.  I was safer in my foxhole.  When I reported to the aid station two days later, I received a Purple Heart.

The 409th Regimental casualties during December 1944 were 588 men.  A high price to pay, but now the 409th was regarded a seasoned fighting unit.

After Christmas 1944 there were many new faces in Company “D”.  On one occasion, I remember thinking I had wandered into the wrong company area.

[image: image6.jpg]:er thmkmg 1 'had wandemd into |

Is this C®P§ny D7





Is this Company D ?
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Al Sodman and Jack Durrance (Left to Right) 

Selestat, France

Taken September 1985 in front of the house both were in on December 2, 1944

when most of Company “B” and all but seven men in the First Platoon, Company “D”, 

409th Infantry Regiment in the neighboring houses were killed or captured.
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