WW1 - THE BELGIUM BRIDGE BUILT BY AMERICAN HEROS

This is the story behind the 1918 building of a Belgium Bridge with the American hero who played a significant part in this “War to End all Wars” as it was known at that time.  For the supporting document on this spectacular activity see:  “A Bridge to Victory in the Great War (WWI)”

The following is one small excerpt from the Book:  “AMERICAN ARMIES AND BATTLE FIELDS IN EUROPE”:   “THE 37TH (Ohio) DIVISION, ON THE NIGHT OF NOVEMBER 2/3 (1918), BRIDGED THE SCHELDT RIVER AND FIRMLY ESTABLISHED PART OF ITS FORCES ON THE EASTERN BANK”.

It was late October of 1918, when the American 37th Division along with the American 91st Division and the French 128th Division between them, drove the Germans from northern France and into Belgium. By November 1st they had fought their way 6 miles to the Belgium town of Eine on the Scheldt River, where the enemy was firmly entrenched on the other side.  The Germans had blown all the bridges and had established machine gun nests on their side.  The three Divisions would face heavy casualties in trying to cross the river in small pontoon boats.

Following is a direct quotation made on one of an American Sergeant’s (Smithhisler) sketches dated November 3rd 1918: “The Hun in their retreat across the river flooded the canal (as shown) with the river (Scheldt) and our infantry had hard opposition in crossing. ……. and many a doughboy trying to cross went down with the swift current.  We couldn’t get bridges up until the third day so strong was the opposition.”

Faced with this opposition, the Division’s 112th Engineering Regiment was called upon to construct these bridges, but completion was impossible as the hidden German Artillery destroyed them all.  All attempts to locate and take out this Artillery were in vain.  Regimental headquarters had asked for volunteers to cross this river under cover of nightfall. They were to reconnoiter behind the German Lines, pinpointing their Encampments and Artillery pieces, returning with this information before daybreak.

A Sergeant Paul Smithhisler was the only volunteer from his 112th Engineering Regiment.  High Command must have been pleased with his credentials for this assignment.  He was an exceptionally strong swimmer and they had probably been apprised of the detailed clarity of his daily sketches as they had moved through France and into Belgium.   But there was still one problem, in addition to the swift river being ice cold, deep and wide; there was a very steep and slippery bank on the allied side. This would require a volunteer who would be exposed while waiting to help the Sergeant up the bank, in the event of a daylight return, and expected heavy German fire.  A Private Frank Burke did volunteer and as you shall see he was instrumental in saving the Sergeant’s life.

In another direct quotation from one of the Sergeant’s letter’s written in May 1977 to one of his Son’s:    “When I awakened this morning I then remembered the town of Huevel – that’s where I slipped down that deep bank and started off; leaving a good kid by the name of Burke to pull me out if I ever got back”.

The son relates that Smithhisler did recall that: “the river was ice cold and the current swift,  but I did make it undetected to the other side”.  He then spent the night dodging German sentries and patrols as he sketched exact German positions.  It was just at daybreak when he reached the river for the icy return swim, with the valuable information safely secured in his waterproof pouch.  Unfortunately the Germans had spotted him just as he slipped into the river.  Desperately the Germans opened up with withering machine gun fire. Smithhisler also told his son that he:  “had never swum underwater for so long or been that cold”. 

The German’s by now must have been quite desperate having failed to kill him, with their machine gun fire, as he reached the allied side.  It was one of the last times the German’s used the dreaded Mustard Gas during that war. As Smithhisler remembered coming out of the water on the other side: “I was exhausted and completely immersed in this gas and unable to put on my gas mask”.  Smithhisler did remember Pvt. Burke pulling him up the bank and “putting on my mask before he put on his own”.  Pvt. Burke died shortly thereafter.
Smithhisler continued making more sketches, after the Armistice on the “11th hour of the 11th day of the 11th month of 1918”, as the Allies completed the re-occupation of Belgium. Early 1919 found him being treated in a Belgium hospital for severe hypothermia and seared lungs.  After his hospital release, General “Black Jack” Pershing personally awarded him the Distinguished Service Cross, The French awarded him the French Croix De Guerre and the Belgium’s awarded him and/or the entire Regiment the Belgium War Cross.  He also received the WWI Victory Medal with three campaign bars attached for the:  “Ypres Lys, Meuse Argonne and the Defensive Sectors”

Oh yes, the German artillery was destroyed, the 112th Engineers completed the bridges for the crossing of their 37th Division.  The 91st Division was unable to construct any bridges and on the following day they crossed the River on the 112th bridges.  By November 3, the 37th Division firmly established their forces on the eastern bank with the allies advancing many miles into Belgium before that Armistice was signed, just one week later.

 FOOTNOTE: Smithhisler did make daily pen and ink sketches of the carnage he witnessed in the French and Belgium villages during those closing days of that War.  His son Joe securely maintains a complete set of most of the originals.
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