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OPERATIONS OF THE SECOND BATTALION, TWENTY-THIRD INFANTRY,

SECOND DIVISION, UsSede, IN THE SOISSONS IN OFFENSIVE,

INTRODUCTION

At four in the afternoon of July sixteenth, 1918, the Twenty-third
Infantry, one of the regiments of the Second Division, was embussing for
(1) points unkmown. (1) This monograph will relate where this journey led, and
g what befell the Regiment, and more especially its Second Battalion, at the
Jourtiéy *# enuds " Thé author had the hodor of commanding this battalion éuring
the ensuing operations.
The Second Division had entered the lines northwest of Chateau-
(2) Thierry on June first (2) and for some thirty-nine days had been engaged in
e its first serious battle, During this time the Marine Brigade had deservedly
wn.ovorlutim fame at the Bois de Belleau, and the Third Brigade, composed

of the Ninth Infantry and the Twenty-third Infantry, had acquitted themselves

(3) well in the equally brilliant capture of Vaux, (3) But the Second Battalion
Pershing
33 of the Twenty-third Infantry had not participated in either of these engage-

ments and though subjected to continued losses from German shell and gas,

it had iot come into actual contact with the eneny . Thus the battalion

was in a sullen rage against the Germans, aching to avenge its dead comrades,
and determined to show that it was the equal of the victors of Vaux and of

Belleau Woods.

(a) Withdrawn from the front on the mimth of July, (4) an easy march
Oede
put the Twenty-third Infantry in comfortable billets at Saint Aulde, in the
smiling and beautiful valley of the Marne. Here a week 0f sunny weather

(6) was spent in work on secondary lines of defemse, (5) in training, receiving
Ve 147
; replacements, and in drawing equipment. Food was good and plemtiful, and

loxg arrears in sleep were mads up. The sixteenth of July found the Second

Battalion in top-notch morale for a battle.
Before dawn oa the -!,ztmth. the Field and Staff of the Regiment

was ordered to report to the Qolonel, who game orders £0r all transportation
Mwac a'oulu nmm. to lmo lt. nldo attor tho noon lul. WM
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‘{:;. at four in the afterncon (6). The move was by battalion, and the Second
Battalion started off with no idea where it was going, nor way, There
was a generally believed rumor to the effeoct that the Second Division was
to join the First, and with it form a Shock Corps.
On May Twenty-seventh, the Crown Prince, with an army of nineteen
(7) divisions, (7) had attacked the Chemin des Dames front and had made a
1(35?75 startling advance of thirty miles in seventy-two hours {8) and had orossed--
?;?ﬁs the Marne at Jaulgomne. (9) However, the Germans had created a dangerously
il deep salient, and desperate attempts to widen it east of Rheims and on the
(10) western flank, met with but glight success. (10)
e The Germans were faced with the choice of contiming the battle,
or losing all their recent gains. Paris was alluringly near and the enemy
(11) decided to push on. {11) At dawn on the fifteenth of July, the Crown
TR Prince's Army launched a violent attack east of Rhelns and in the vicinity
(12) of Chateau-Thierry. (12) The Allies put up a splendid fight, and in this
hbia i engagement the Thirty-eight Infantry of the Third Division made a
(13) billiant defonse (13) and rolled back the German tide.
Pershing
36 The news 0f the stand of the Third Division reached the Second
Division, and added to the already high morale of those troops. Though the
enemy secured a foothold over the Marne between Chateau-Thierry and
(14) Dormans, (14), his advance was stopped in forty-elgnt hours. (16)
:i:';v The situation was grave. The advance of the Crown Prince's Amy
i had put the enemy precaricusly near Paris, the heart of France as is no
other capital the center of its country. The Allies had lost heayily
in men and supplies. The Germans were now resting, but should they push
on towards Paris, at worst the war might be lost, and perhaps an
indecisive defensive would result,
Marshall Fooch, the Allied Commander in Chief, had long waited an
opportunity to resume the offenmsive. Now mas the hour. .Forty German
(26) Divisions (16) were imvolved in the dargerously dsep Marne sallent,
;mw,_m,k et pp s i S e B R e B e e R S T B
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& tremendous German offensive had just spent itself, (17) and the time

(17)
He 333
was ripe to strike. A blow at the gates of the sallent would cause the
Crown Prince to break off the battle and retreat, or else risk the
capture of his entire army., The railroad from Soissons to the Junotion
0of the Soissons-Fismes railroad, with the Chateau-Thierry - Soissons
Highway formed the line of communications for the German troops in tne
(18) salient. (18) At this time it was learned that the Germans held the line
?ig?o from the Aisne to Chateau-Thierry with but eleven divisions. (19) so
i the western slde of the Salient was judged the more senmsitive and here
Foch decided to attack. Only sufficient Allies to hold a possible astack
{20) were left south of the Marme, (20) and all available forces were quietly
iéfi i concentrated between Soissons and Chateau-Thierry. (21) General Mangin in
%ég.) : command of the Tenth Army holding from the Ourcq to the Alsne (22) made
it his Twentieth Corps composed of the First and Second Divislons of the
American Armmy and French First Moroccan Division, the spear-head of his
(23) attack, (23)
B.280
The eighteenth of July was set for the advance. All was subordinated
to surprise, and even Corps Commanders knew of the impending attack only a
(2¢) fow days in advance., (24) A turning point of the World War had arrived,
il and the fate of nations depended on the issue of the battle soon to crash
forth,
20 _THE FOREST OF VILLIRS-COTTIRED

Now that the stage is set for the Soissons offensive, let us
return to the Second Battalion of the Twenty-third Infantry, which we last
saw rolling away from St. Aulde in motor camions on the aftermoon of July
sixteenth.

Night fell and still the journmey contimued. The Annamese ohsuffeurs
spoke nothing but native gibberish, so from them no information as to the
destination or of the duration of the trip ocoumld be obtained., The ride was
most uncomfortable - sleep was impossible in the orowded trmaks, the
white dust was chooking thick, and the lack of supper added mothing to the
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(25)
Weld8

galety of the occasion. When breakfast time passed, and no chow was
forthooming, and when artillery fire was heard in the distange, some
doubts as to the formation of an elite Shock Corps in a quiet training area

were entertained, but when at last the Battalion, stiff, sleepy, and hungry,

debussed at Taillefontaine (25) about eight in the morning of the seventeenth,

and sew units of the First Division bivouacked in the forest, the rumor was
belleved after all.

At this time the Battallon Commender received a written message
from his Colonel to proceed by marohizng and without delay to Carrefour

de Nemours, s0 with full field equipment and with mo food since noom the

+ preceding day, the battalion started outs This weary march continued all

day - doubtful water from streams wWas druzk, because the day was hot and
the roads were dusty = but no food was had. The march was through a forest,
offering protection from airplane observation, but not a single German plane
was @seen.,

At about four o'cloock, the Colonel of the Ninth Infantry weat
past in his car - and stopped to tell the Battalion Commander that an
immense attack was on for the next morning, with more artillery and more
t-nh;l than had ever been used before. As the necessity for secrecy had
now ceased, this word was passed to the tired troops, and it heartened them
up immensely.

At about six o'clock, after an all-day march, the Carsefour de
Nemours was reached ~ there was nothing here but some shacks used as
Division Headquarters, and water ocould be obtained., The men were told to
wash their feet, change thelr socks, O;t their reserve rations, and then
g0 to sleep at omce. As fires were out of the question, the raw bacon and
raw cOffee beans made a poor meal, Here the Battalion Commander received
from the Colonel of the Regiment the Division attack order amd the Regimental
attack order, and was told t0 accompany the Colonel at once on a
recormaissance 0f the fromt line from which the jump-0ff would be made

the next morning at four thirty-five.
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The trip to the French front lines was hurriedly made in the
Colonel's car but as the traffic on the roads causea an unexpectedly slow
Journey, it was found impossible to spare the time necessary for a personal
recommaissance on foot to the advanced trenches.

During the trip, the Colonel went over the Division attack order
and his own Regimental order for the mext day, explaining both carefully
to the Battalion Commander.

' At nine o'clock, the Battalion Commander was back at his battalion
and gave orders to prepare for the march up - only belts were worn, the
remainder of the field equipment being left in a large pile. Ailost of the
men were asleep, dead asleep, but those who were awake orowded around to
ask if the Battalion went first the next day, and when told it was true,
sald they sure were glad. While the men were being shaken awake and while
equipment was being put on, the officers of the Battalion were assembled,
and by waning light the attack order was hurriedly gone over. The sector
of the regiment was shown on the one map issued to the Battalion., This was
the only chance for any orientation before the battle.

The attack was to be in column of battallons, the Second leading.
Consistent with Marshall Fooh's plan of secrecy, there was to be no artillery
(26) preparation, only a rollt.ng barrage to be followed at two hundred meters. (26)
e Phe first objeotive was a north and south line through Beaurepaire Fam,
the second objective was a north and south line through Vauxscastile
and the 3d objeotive was a line just east of Viersy (26)s Fifty-four

innkl (27) were assigned to precede the div {sion, with some twenty-seven (28)

(27)
?;::0 $anks of the light St. Chaumond type (27) im the fromt of the Third
iy Brigade. As the Secord Battalion had mever seen a tank in astion, and

as they Wers a M—uacutloa and greatly feared weapon, great stress

was laid on this unugual concentration of "devilewagons®.

The battalion front was 500 yards, and two companies, (E and F)
advancing abreast were to form the assault echelon, while G and H companies
DT e A e R Y R T R
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JEE MARCH TO THE JUMPSOFF

At nine-twenty, when it was almost dark, the final march was
taken up.

Now followed a night to try men's souls.

The narrow roads through the forest were completely blocked by a
traffic jam. For miles there was an unbroken and inextricable mass of
general's limousines, artillery vehicles, water carts ani what-not, solidly
£illing the roads, the ditch and parts 0f the impassable forest. 4ll lights
were, of course, forbidden. A drenching rain acoompanied by flashes of
blinding lightning added to the silent and sinister confusion of the scene.

Due to wire entanglements, it was out of the question to leave
the road and cut across country, so it was necessary to march the thousand=
0dd men of the battalion in single file with one hand up and one hand back -
even then breaks in the march frequemtly ocowrred and the line was lost in
the woods. Frequently, in the inky darkness the mexz had to climb over a
wagon Or a horse, Time was passing at a perilously swift rate.

" At about midmight, a forest cross-roads where grenades were to
be drawn was reached, but here word was received that there were 10 grenades
of any kind, and also that the Machine Gun Company told off to support the

(29) battalion could not possii.y Join it for the attack. (29)

We 169
At about three in the morning, another road junotion, where rifle

ammuni tion was to be issued was reached, but it took so long to open the
 Ordnance bomes in the darkness, that only the assault companies could be

issued extra bandoliers of smmunition, and the remainder of the battalion had
during the hattle only the two hundred rounds carried habitually on the
person. As no one dresmed of a battle om leaving St. Aulde, not a few men
were minug much of their allowance.

From now on, the roads were empty, and the battalion hurried along
as fast as it could. The expeated Fremsh guides did not appear.

By four o'clook, the gray light of dawn gave Warning that sero
hour was dangercusly near. The map showed that there was still an ahrnlni h
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until fowr-thirty, when the jump-off trench was reached.

During the march up, the attack was explalned as thoroughly as
possible to all ranks,

Had the traffic jam been a few hundred yards longer, had a wrong
road been followed in the darkness, had a minute's rest been taken through
the nerve-wracking night, the Twemty-third would have been late in its attack.
it ig within the bounds of reason that aajacent units, enfiladed, would have
been UZable to advance - with the resultamt fallure of the Solssoms

(31) Offensive. (31)
Te145
Every man in the Battalion knew this, and on the way, not a whimper

nor a complaint was heard, nor aid a single man fall out.

QHE TERRALN IN FROMT.

On leaving the Villers~Qotterett Forest, the country is open and
rolling, cut by deep ravines perpendicular to the axis of attacke Dotting
the landscape are substantial farm houges of stone, which were, in general,
intaot enough to serve the Germans as centers of resigtance,

Lime-stone caverns are plentiful, many of size sufficient to shelter
a regiment. These the Germans used as dugouts, storehouges, and in many
cases they proved death-traps to thelr users. Viersy is a considerable town,
with a stone chateau, many streets of stone houses, and innumerable caves.

The enemy had considerable barbed-wire entanglements in good
condition; his trench system was excellent, and wull kept up;

On the eighteenth of July, the wheat was ripe for ocusting. The
Germans were harvesting the grain, and some were surpriged by the Allled tanks
at this bucolic occupation. Throughout the extensive wheat flelds, maschine

(32) guns were planted. (32)
B, 338

ZHE AZLACK

By the grage of God, the jump-off trenches were in a sight-defiladed
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(33) rifles only as weapons. (33)
P.&T. 83

The battle was on.

At four thirty-five, a terrific bombarument from our gurs opened up =
it was a devastating sound, makirg it almost impossible to thinmk, but it
cheered all lmmensely to realize what splendid artillery support would help
them over No Man's Land and into the German Trenches.

At the jump-off treuches, a French officer of tanks reported to the
Battalion Commander that all the tanks told off to support the attack of
the Twenty-third Infantry were stuck in a ravine some five kilometers to
the rear and that they would probably never enter the battle, This was a
blow, for with the failure to obtain grenades, machine guns, and an adeyuate
amount of rifle ammunition, great rellance had been placed on the tanks, and
they had been talksd up to the men at a great rate. '

4 minute or so after the Allied barrage opened, the Gemman artillery

{34) replied (34) with a rain of shells on our jump-off tremches and all over No
(e Man's Lande It seemed impossible that a path could be picked over the
ground to the enemy treunches, 80 close were the shell bursts t0 one amother.

The Battalion suffered severe losses here - some five offioers,
among whom was the company commgnder of one of the assault companies, and two
battalion ataff officers were killed or wounded, one quarter of the enlisted
persomel of Battalion Headquarters was dead or wounded, and at least two
seotions of the support oonp\nlu. kneeling in close section column ready to
advance, were wiped out campletely.

No Man's Land was orossed at last, and the German front-line
trenches were taken with but little trouble, The surprise was complete,
and the prisoners taken were completely demoralized by the unexpectedness of
the attack and the intensity of our artillery fire. Many seemed dased, and
many had not even put on their equipment. Here the German artillery fire
slackened as. We were in German territory, ana. was a steadily :I.uuning'
fagtor for the Battalion until that night. Germman light machine guns were
almost touching each other across the front, but not a shot was fired
from them.

Until Beaurepaire farm was taken, at 4350 A.M. (36) (36) it was only
o ot R TS e S e
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(36)
M.& H.88

(37)
We161

(38)
MAH 89
(39)
BC. 34

(40)
BC. 34

a matter of following the rolling barrage and bayoneting the survivors who
did not choose to surrender.

Beaurepaire Farm was a staunch 0ld French farmhouse 0f stone,
converted by the Germans into a strong point and full of machine gund.

Due to our barrage it fell with little or no resistance, and at least One
hundred prisoners were taken in or near the farmhouse.

After taking Beaurepaire farm our barrage was lost and the
resistance+stiffened. From there on to Vauxcastile Ravine, the fight
became a series of reductions of ememy strong points, of outflanking machine
gun nests, and of pushing through where the pushing was g00d.

Betweer Beaurepaire and Vauxcastile, a German battery of field
artillery opered up with point blank shrapnel on the Battalion. It was
charged and the defenders, who fired until the last moment, Were bayoneted.
The troops who charged had no ammunition, 80 00ld steel was used.

At Vauxcastile Ravine, serious resistance was emcountered. (37)

T™e trees were full of snipers and machine guns, there was a strong enemy
line at the near edge of the ravine and a stronger one on the far side.
Several attempts to take the ravine failed, and one section of the right
assault company was caught alone in the bottom 0f the ravine when an attack
fell back. There were no communications whatever in operation, and twige
runners were sent to ask for artillery fire on the ravine but both were
sniped dead while still in sight of the Battalion Commander. At this
moment, two tanks appeared most opportunely, amnd were direoted into the
ravine, Their fire and the attack by one of the support companies which
followed gave us ponuuﬁn of that ravine at 6545 A.M. (38) (39) and the
evemy fled in great confusion., Here was captured, operating at the moment
of seizure, an artillery telephone switchboard with eight operators.
0 everyone's surprise no artillery fire followed information as to owr
loocation which must have been given. We followed imto Vierzy, the mear
houses of which were ocoupied hy a platoon at about ten A.M. {40)

It appeared that the Frenmoh troops On the right were not up with
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(41) the battalion, (41) and a murderous enfilade fire was coming from the
R high ground south of Vierzy. The platoon was ordered to hold on, and the
Battalion Commandsr, who by this time had no staff at all, went back for
reinforcements. In the ravine, there was great confusion, troops of the
Twenty~-third, the Ninth, and of the Fifth Marines were milling around,
and all unit organisation had been lo0st, due to the death of sc many
officers, and to the confusion resulting from the attack on Vauxcastile
st“lno.
It was thought necessary to sort out the different organizations
and send outside men to theilr ngiments, and when the advance on Vierzy
could be resumed s0 heavy a fire was met that advance was impossible. A
heavy concentration of low, leg-wounding machine gun fire came from the
buildings in Vierzy and from a ruimed tower called la towr isole's Amch
of this machine gun fire was indirects Artillery fire on the machine gun
: positions and on Vierzy was asked for, but as all means of communications
were out, it was not fortheoming, and a third attempt to take Vierszy having
failed, the advangce was temporarily abandoned. leasures for safety were
talmn, and the almost exhausted men were allowed to rest as best they
| could.
At this time, about five-thirty in the afterncon, written orders
from the Colonel for a general nttaék on Viersy were rooo!.ud.- T™e First
Battalion of the Twenty-third had been fighting valisntly on the right of the
(42) 2nd, T™is attack took place at 7:16 P.M. (42) with the Sth Infantry and

Wel63
(;a) the Twenty-third in line (43) and with the French troops to the south of

il Viersy also advancing.
After many losses due to the aoimnts German maohine gun fire,
Vierzy was reached, and stubborn house-to-house fighting ocourred. The enemy
used light machine~-guns from doorways and windows, and then ran out the rear
exits. In the main square, some two hunired figvmans were captured in ome
group, and in the oivo-dncoutl hundreds of others were taken = among whom

was & German Colonel of artillery.
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(44) After Vierzy fell to the ‘hird Brigade, (44) high ground to the

l(!;g‘?o east of the town was ocoupied, with heavy losses. (45)

ki At dawn, the Colonel personally led the battalion to an advanced

(46) position halfway between Vierzy and Tigny (46) through a hail of machine-gun

e bullets which took further toll from the depleted battalion.

(47) Orders were received to hold the ground already gained, (47)

R and the morning of the 19th was spent in consolidating the position. As
there were only about three hundred and fifty men left available in the
battalion, this was an easy matter.

During the aftermoon, some food was brought up, but the Germans
by this time had found out where we were, ana artillery and machine gun fire
made much movemert impossible. A ravine where ration carts were assembled
800n became a veritable shambles. Vierzy was severely shelled.

During the eighteenth, the Allied planes had enmtire control of
the air, but they apparently disappeared on the mineteenth and the bright-

(48) red planes of Baron yon Richthofenm's Circus {48) flew low and raked our lines

i with machine guns, but miraculously there were no casualties,

During the night of 19-20 July, orders were received to stand
relieved when the French Fifty-eighth Division should have passed throﬁsh

(49) our lines, (49) and by dawn after a hard march over the ground over which

i the attaok had been made, the shelter of the Forest de Retz was gained,

A short distance into the forest, and our rolling kitchens with & hot meal
ready, were found, Here the first proper meal singe noon on the sixteenth
was 6aten, and as it was then five 0'cloock Oon the morming of the twentieth,
it was weloame to the halfsstarved battalion,

A leisurely march was made t0 Carrefour de Memours, and the whole
regiment made bivouac for the night in this vicinity. 4 rain started at
about seven, but everyone was soon sound asleep. At nine o'cilo‘ok. orders

(50) were received t0 get up and march again, (60) and it took all night to

OeFo

reach Sti Etieme, where the regiment went into billets for a few days.

The Soissons Offensive was over for the Second Battalion of the
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Twenty-third.
~ANALYSIS AND CRITICISM

In this attack. all was subordinated to surprise, and the Germans
were beaten before they could re-organize and stem the tide of the 4llied
advance. Consequently all arrangements were hurriedly made. But even
considering this lack of time, there was serious deficienmcy in staff work.
The lack of machine guns, tanks and ammunition, and the traffic jam might
well have lost the day for the Allies.

The machine gun units of the Third Brigade were dumped off their
trucks miles in rear of the front on the morming of the seventeenth. They
marched all during the seventeenth, and all during the following night of
storm. At dawn On the eighteenth, they heard the Artillery open up, and
krew they were late for the attack, and kmew their powerful support was lost
to thelr people. Loaded down with the man-killing welght of the IHﬁtohkiss
machine gun, and carrying ammunition by hand, they continued their ;nrah
and Company D of the H5th Machine Gun Battalion joined tne Second Battallon
of the Twenty-third at dusk on the nineteenth, too late to be of any
assl stance. Someone had seriously blundered in naming their debussing point
80 far to the rear.

4ll communications broke down on the eighteenth. Except for what
he saw, the Battalion Commander was for hours out of touch with the situation,
It was impossible to obtain supporting artillery fire or any help from the
Thirty-sevens or from the trench mortars.

It is t0 be noted that the enemy failed to counter-attack at any
time during the advange., A sounter-attack on our worn-out troops might well
have sucoeeded.

After the taking of Vauxcastile Kavine, had the attack been pushed
on at opoe by the Battalion Commander, Viersy would probably have fallen
that morning, thus savimg much subsequent fighting. '

It must be again repeated that in this attack, surprise was the }
vital olements There was undoubtedly much oonfusion within divisional units, |
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(61)
P49
(62)
M&H 92

{63)
GeSe10

(64)
GeSe10

(55)
P, 49
(66)
046

(67)
B, 261
(68)
Ho343
(60)
T.171
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but this was of no importance, considering the gigantic game Marshall Foch
was playing. Had all details been worked out, had the troops been fed and
rested near their jump-off positions, and had ample medigal units been
concentrated near the forward positions, undoubtedly the enemy would have
gotten wind of the impending attack. Instead of a surprised and demoralized
enemy, the attack would have met forewarned troops, backed up by fresh
reserves hurriedly rushed to tnel threatensd front.

The Allied losses were heavye The Twenty-third Infantry entered
the engagement with 99 officers and 3,400 men (51) (b62) and of this number
lost 62 officers and 1922 men (61) (52)..

The attack had been immensely sucoessful. An advance of eight
miles in two days had been made, (63) great numbers of prisoners and munitions
0f war were ocaptured, among which may be mentioned a dump conmtainming 15,000
rounds of seventy-seven millimeter shells (54).

The Twenty-third Infantry alone captured 2175 prisoners, 75 officers
(65) 6 batteries F.A., an anti-aircraft battery and a vast quantity of
machine guns, ammunition, and stores. (56)

But more important than the advange mads, and more important than
any mumber of prisoners and any amount of spoil, was an intangible gain.

48 the news of the vigtory trau:l.lid. Allied morale went up, and the Germans
knew that their much-vaunted and grandiose "Friedenstwrm” had failed.

By erwmpling in its western flank, Marshall Foch had narrowed the
Marne Salient, destroyed the emamy's communiocations (67) and most important
of all, he had wrested the initiative from the emamy. (58) The decisive

blow had been struck at last, and the Germans were retreating, (69) never to

attack again,

LESS0NS
l. A sucesssful attack should be pushed to the utmost, allowing the enemy
o time in which %o coordinate his defense. ‘
2. Tanks are & faotor of great importanae in modern warfare.

- 19 attcntun to cmnt!.onn is alwmays necessary.
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4. Careful and otuamt atage wrk is ﬂtnll; munry in military
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operations,
6. Morale wins battles in the face of all obstacles.

6e To gurprise the enemy is t0 defeat him,
7. There is mo limit to human endurance.
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