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INYITATION TO SCHILLERSDORF

The return address read Schilleradarf, Prance...a village
some forty kilometers north of Strasburg in the Alsace

ragion of France, The letter was from the Beltzers, a

youngz couple who live in the first house..#43.. on the

north side of the village, on the left =ide of the main,
though dirt, street of this village of perhzps 500 population,
Edith Baltzer's lebter invited us to stay with them the

next time we came ta France. Which, the letter siressed,

she hopesd would he scon.

I knew thelr house. Its brick wall facing north had been
my @grotecsion on that bitter cold day in January of 1545
when my infantry conpany attacked the snow covered town to
recover it from elements of the 6th SS Mountain Divisien
which had tzken it from our 2nd Batallion the day before.
I was a fi year old P?C in an infantry rifle sgquad.

We came across the open field...a spread cut company of
infantry accomparied by four Sherman tanks. OQur arti%}ary
lay dfown 3 barrage ahead of usz., At first we simply

walkzd tuwards the tomi.r.3slightly beahind or abtreast the
tanks which were firing randomly at likely targets in the
town some couple of hundred yards ahead of us. The

turrst of tre tank 2loseat to me tarned to the left and
with one shot toppled the churek steeple...a likely
1scation for enemy shservation. T wes imprassed.

Oloser %o the town, we drevw enemy small arms fire and

took Lo the ground...employing short rushes to dash foreward
and then fall prone on the snow. All the time firing at

the Germans., At lagt I came to the edge of the town and

the Baltzer's hause which shielded us fron enemy fire.
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My wifs, Cathy, and I met the Baltzers in the summer of
1989 wien I returned to Alszce with others from my infantry
¢ivigion, the 103rd, which had libderated much of Alsace

and E}:h had been invited by a committee of Alsatiane teo
return for a weeka festiviters including visits to the
numsross towns in the area where we had fought. Actually,
I'd visited Schillersdcrf before cn a trip tc Europe,
Then, ag now in 1322, I had walked around the RBalt:ier's
house, stood where I had stood 44 years before, and

remembaraden wall the 1ife and deztr minutes of that battle.

This time as Cathy ard T walked stowly in the streest out-
gida the Baltzer's house, Jean and Edith Baltzer came
aut, Jean is the chef for the local school system, He's
probatly 35 years 2lé, friendly and attractive. Edith is
charming and outgoing. They could speak some English,
notably Edith: we a it more French. Their house had
nelonged to her grandmother at the time of cur battle
there. They asked us in for a drink of wine,

After making it across the field and coming up c¢n the
#a1l of the Baltzer's house, the lead tank took

up position on the read just shor: of the first houses.
#ith the tank firing i&s its machine guns and 76mnm

gun dewn ths street, it was now up %o the infantry to
¢lear the houses ont either side of the road, Tanks are
vulnerazble from their sided and raar. Mesy of the armor
‘s in fren<. They can't advance unless their flarks ars
secured fron enemy fire.

My Platoorn leadsr was Jim Luck, 2 well known Georgia Tech
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Toctball player and post-war member of its athletic
depariment. He died in an auto accident adout a year
ag0, Jim was a fine man and a Pirst rate combat officer.
By war's end he had four Purple Hearts and both Brenze
and Silver Star medals. I remember vividly the strained
look on his faee as, huddled against the Baltzer's wall,
he gave the order for us to move out irto the street and
start clearing the houses on elthsr side of the road,

He knew what his order meant. It had to be done...this
1s what our job was. But he knew that mast probably sone
of us would die or be wounded.

"Sergeant, ™ he yelled. “get these men out te the tank and

inty the houses,* The Platoon Sergeant said gomething like

"Okay boys. Let's go,” and the two or ihree of us there
followed him at a tro%. When we cane to the edge of gur
rrotecting wall, he sideatepﬁed and gave each of us a
pat on the baszk as we ran past. Wnsther there wers two,
three or four who ran ocut +o the rear of the tank, I
dont’t know. But from that moment on, I don't recall
fighting as a team. Village-strest action is like that.
It is almost entirsly individual action.

It seems absurd, but I remember how gond it was to faesl
the warmth of the tank's Zégiﬁéf The temperature was
probably in the teens cr lowsr and my hards were so cnld
it was diddicult to reload my rifle. The snow covered
village street with our tank in the middle was only

some 18 feet wide. The distance %o the door cf the

F o E o
Baltzer's house was probably‘zatfeet.

¥ith my hands a little warmer, I started, Enemy small
arms fire was coming down the street. I crouched and
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darted out fronm the tank®s rear and ran as hard as I egould
into the Paltzer housme, The god's wers with me; [ wasn't
ghot. With my rifle &% waist level, I qulickly went through
the rooms, HNe Germans,

That day in *he summer of '39, UL years after the battle,
it all seemsad quite un»eal as I szt in the Baltzer's
living raom, drinking wine, ezting caka and meeting their
two children. ¥Marc and Anne, It's a small old.old house
{Schillersdorf dates back to the 13th century) with a tarn
to its rear. I tried to remember details of the house
from 1945. I drew a blank. But it had to have bsen in
thege rooms that I had been...rifle at the ready, grenades
hanging from my jacket,..searching out the Cerman troops
who had evidentally retreated from the house, probably just
minutes before.

Qur tank moved up even with the courtyard of the Baltzer
house, I ran cut ard again stocd behind it, warming my
hande and readying myself for the next sprint. O0Out from
ths protecticn of the tank and to the next house..,

some 30 or so feet...and again enemy fire didn't sick me up.

And this ftimd, too, no Germans in this house, I searched
i1t ou% and It wasg empty. Bat Then, standing in the shadows
in the hack of the front room and lockling out the front
windcw, I saw helneted men in the basement window of the
house dlagonally across the street., I couldn*t identify
them. I couldn’t even discern the shape of their helmets
whick would have told me if they were Germans or aur own.

I belisve thay saw wme, bscause one of them waved at me.
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Somehew,..I don't know how...I got word back to our
troops asking if we contrplled that house. I was told that
we thought so.

gur lead tank then moved foreward. There was an explosion
as Germans fired an anti-tank round from the cellar window
into she tank's right side. The turret opened and two
tankers scrambled out. The third had been killed. Tha
second tank in line attached itself to the stricken tank,
pulled it out of the way, and then returned, depressed its
gun and fired round after round into the basement window.

[I wateched all this from acress the street, And suddenly
a side door gpened and out c¢ame eight....T think it was
eisht . .Germans with hinds on head, surrendering. Eight

German prisoners, one dead imerican tanker, one dead
American tank.

I thought of all this as I sat in the Baltzer's living room.
Schilliersdorf hadn't cransged much since 1245, but the house
from which the Cermans had killed our tank didn't geem

to exist. QOr at least not bege in the rizht place. In

our broken Ergliskh-French eonversation I gathered that

the hoilsa Mad heen toarn down.

Por all the years since 1345, T had thought often of
those men in the cellar whe had destroved our tank,
killsd our tanker, and then, hands on heads, walked
awzy frem it all, I had seen them. Could I have known
they were Jermans? And what if I had shot them one by
ohe,.,or perraps just one or two of them...as they c ame
out of the rouse. It would have been simple. They
should have pald a price.
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With the new tank ready and the acrosg-the-street house
ot laat secured, ocur tank moved up a few feet and I
carted out to its rear. Then, again, tne creuch and

the srrint to the next house. Thls was not so easy. To
get into this house, I had to run up the sireet,a_faw
Zgadn turn left intc a sourtyard, and make for the front
door on the gside of the house facing the courtyard, As I
ran, a German machine gun had me in its sights, It aot
of f two bursts. BRullets hit the wall of the house right
behind me. The second burst toak chips off the wall
directly.,.inches,...in fron: of me. I hurled myself
inte tie house on all fours. Wher T got up, I saw tws
Americans with bloody bandages on their heads. They had
bzen wiurded the day before and had somshow kept out of
sigtt vhen the Germans were in the housea,

Apparently there were no eneny in the house,.but there

were p_enty of them on the far side of the courtyard, absut
100 feet away. On tha second floor...again staying back

in the shadows...I looked out the window overlaoking

the street. There in the second floor window of the

house opposite..?0 feet aWi¥...w85 a German S5, T believe
from his smaxrt, grey uniform he was an officer, He wss look-
ing down the street in the direction I had cOme.

I crept to the window, placed the barrelx of ny weapon

ir tie window 3ill corner, and held it snug azainst the
wood frame, I wanted nothing to 20 wrong with this snot,

I took aim, squeczel off tre shot, and then drepped to

the Tleoor, fully exsectinzg return enemy r'ire, Golng back
to the rear of the raom, I cruuched im the shadows and
looked out the window, The Serman WEAES Zane.
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During village fighting like this, the civilians,who have
remained huddle in the protection of treir csllars.

They are quite safe unlesz ¢ne of ug did the very normal
thing of tossing a couple of hand grenades down the cellar
stalrs, After the sounds of battle are over, they come
upstairs to whatever is left of their homes, BreTizhetre
troops-have Moved on and thehTadfuartens-and-tear-SeHEIon
sLoups—irxve-probably not—arrived. And while the civilians
check out their homes, they find the dead in their houses,
in their barns, and outside in their yards,

[ had purcrased a book on the history of the war in this
part of Alsace with a good chroniele of that day's

tattle in Schillersdorf, It said the Germans suffared

21 killed. I asked Jean if a dead German had been found

by she second [loor window of that houss Just up and across
tha street from his., He saiad yes,

The Baltzera showed me a letter from another American,
Clyde Reeder, who had fought ir S:hillarsdorf and whom
they had met when he (like I) had ceme Sack to Schillersge
dorf, and they had seen him walking about their house,
viewing it from the straat and obvicusly studying it.

They had €lyde and his wife in for wine a nd they had
become friends. T eould hardly place Ciyde, but then

I remenbered re had been in 3irdsong's squad in oy platoon.
I remenbered Birdsong well. He plarned *o become 5 mise-
ionzry after the war and had becone a sergeant and gquad
leader. I was a few feet from hin in 2 night acticn when
he stepped on a mine and was blown to bits. Evidentally
Clyde had then become squad leader. His letter to the
Baltzers explained in scme detail his adventurss in

their house. ——




His ggquad had been neld in reserve as we atbtacked Schlill-
ersdoerf, After we hud entered the town and were fighting
ore or two houses up the street, Reecder's sguad was
called foreward and told to re~-search the houses.

He approached the Baltzer house. In the courtyard was a
dead Arerican. On entering the house, he almost shot

ar aged civilian,.undoubtedly Edith's grandfather who must
have came up From the cellar, and was wandering shout
muttaring "Allae Kaput.” Than Reederdrew fire from two SS
who aprearaed from the direction of the Baltzer barn.

Semehow he got a tank (probatly the second in line) to direct

fire or the Paliger tarn. sook heavy damage and
the Jermans, if net kllled, must have retreated Irom the
barn and made thelr way to their main force.

Reading his letter ard thiaking back to that day 44 years
ago, I remember that as we came across the field towards
the Baltzer house, a German was standing on what was
probably a small loading dsek at the rear of the Baltzer's
barn shooting at us. I recall now frustrated I was,

lying in the snow while trying to reload my rifle with
near frozen hands so I could continue firing back at him,

So when T had cleared the Baltzer house, there were nc
Germans in it. They were in the barn, How and when the
Ameriecan was killed in thelr courtyard, I don't know.
Reeder, on emerging from the Baltiers, and I suppose
heading for the next hoyse up the wstrwed, was hit by rifle
fire in the leg. e nad ever since been perplexed by the
angle of fire that Kt hit him, thinking it must have

come Prom the Germans in the cellar who momente latar hit
our tank. 3ut that angle didn't agree with the entry path
of the bullst. When he learned of the Cerman in the zecond
floer whom I had shoz, he decided that was where the aerson
who hit him must have been.

Tiith, Jean, Cathy and T strolled slowly down the straet.
I sippose our attack had started about & or 7 in the
warrine. Rv dusk we had routed the Germans. But we had




not even cevered the first full block of thii street.

I pointed to a house and asked Jean if it hadn"t suffered
considerable damage whish he confirmed. T recalled it had
been on fire and an old woman had come out and was trying
to douze the flames, She was stoppad by a few of pur
troocps who were heating coffee on the coals ol the fire.

I askec Jean about the feelinga of the townspeocple. They
were mere Jerman than Prench...even speaking a German patois.
Schillersdorf struck me as a cold town. None of the
villagers sald hello, smiled or even nodded a grseting.

Tt wag an unfriendly town in 1945, and, except for Jean
and Edith, remainded sc 4% years later. Jezsn szid it was

2 mixed situation, but that there hzd teen plenty of pro
German sentiment. And as we slowly walked the street, I
wondered #hich houge it was in ﬁlch at dusk afiter the fight
I had rolitely asked the elderly woman and her hushband

&2 for hot water for my coffee. They understood m#i I'd
asked in ZJerman. But they imored me until T made it

very plain with ny rifle that I wanted hot water and

I wanted it fast.

We strclled a few feet farther and azain T stared at rLouses
ard remembered. At dawn of the day after the battls, we
continued our search of every houss in the town. TIn one,
Just upr the street from Jean and Edith's, I found a civilian,
dead, tied back down on a table. His feet and hands rad
been cut off. For sone reascn [ did not ask Jearn about this.

¥2 had =several more days remaining in aAlsace, The Baltzers
askel vs for dinner and we arrived bearing gifts of

cognac z#nd wine., Dinner was good and..despite the

language provlem..,all had a good time. Their chlldrend.
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Marc and Anne...were most appealing. Well behavec, helpfal
and fun, I felt comfortable in thelr front roon and

dor.*t think I gave even a thought to the first time 1'd
been shere 4% years ago. There was lota of conversation

to kesp my mind cccupled and we vere there only a couple

of hours.

Our last day in‘Alsaci)was a Sunday., We were staying at
the Aaberpge de . a country inn, in Pfaffenhoffen,
about 3 or 4 kiloneters from Schillersdorf. The day was
ta be a festive one with bands, rparades and cersmonies.
Pha French were celebrating their bi=centenial and we
Americans were included as a minor part of the sverall
event. We had asked Jean and Edith te¢ Join us and to
bring Marc and Anne.

In the morning, Cathy and I went to the Protestant church
gervice, The gchurch bells were peating loudly as we walked
up the steps of the Lutheran church and were greeted by

the paster., It is an old church: simple, even stark. The
congregation included numerous Anerican veterans and their
wives, Phe gervice,.was 1t in Prench vr was it the

Germszn patois...was reasonably understandable and net
unfariliar. We all pray for zhe same things.

Later that morning, I was cutside the Auberge walking
towards tha next corner when I was approached by a tall,
eldorly Alsatian who asked If I was an American veteran
who had foight in Pfaffenhoffen. I explained that I nad
rnat been Ln Praffenhoflen, but had been in Schilleradory
and the Hagenau Forest...thes scene of another sharp
engagement with the 352. He understoed me, took my hand
and said "Merci." I was touched, but my Fronch was tan
limizad 4o reply. A3l I could think of was "de rien™...
it's nething. But that was hardly what T wanted to say.




About noon I wenl inte the bar of the Auberge. Mo Americans.
but a numbter of male villagers both seated and standing

at the bar. I suppese threir ages ranged from the

20s to the mid sixties or seventies. Some too young for
WW@E others the right age. I had my drink and noted

the high spirits and laughter of the group. FPerhaps I
imagined it, but I think not. I felt an undercurrent

of laughter directed at me and Americans in general.,.

sort of a belittling of these pessple who had come back

to Alsace to relive memories of a conflict years ago,

1t was a curious feeling I sensed. It wag zs if they"“d have
preferred that the Germans had won, '

The Baltzers joined ug and we walked the streets,
entJoylng the food, the crowds, the music. Ten year old
Anne took my hand and held it IrveNars as we walked,

Dinner at the Auberge was crowded and festive, Misic
played and the wine flowed. The dining room was packed
with Alsatians and Americans. During dinner, Jean touched
my arm and whlaspered in my ear. He was indicating a

man at a tzble ¢lose by. He had been ar 83, Jesn aaid,
The man wag tall and wirey, Probably mid sixties or
geventy. Fe wasz devouring his faod with a napkin tucked
in his eollar. He had an air of supericr detachmant

from all thosge around him. I wondered if we had azeen

each 2ther before,

We said our goodbyes to the Baltzers in the parking lo3
next to the Auberge., I kigged Edith and Anre. Shook
hands with Jean and Mare. They off to Schillersdorf;
we back to the Auberge for osur finazl night in Alsace.
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Whenr naxt we write, we have io say something about this
invitation. Undoubtedly we'll get back to Burope in the
next year or two. And 1'd like to see them. They're

nice people, But 1 Just don't know about staying in

their house, staying on that street. Where it seems no one
{aside from Jean and Edith) smile or say hello. And the
peorle would ¥Xnow who I was---an American who had fought
the Germans thers in 1945. And how would I feel locking

at those houses and windoews that had been full of

danger and killing, Or walking out intc their yard whers

a dead American had fallen. Where Clyde had been wounded,
Right across from the placs where gur tank had beern hit

and our tanker killed. And just down the street Tin where I had
ghot a Cerman in the head,.

It may have been yearz ago. But when I stand on that dirt
streat outside the Baltzer's house and look around, it
all cones back. The shell fire, the tarks, the killing.

I just don"t know that T want to spend another night
in Schillersdorf.




