General Subjects 3ection
CADEMIC DEPARTHENT
THE INFANTRY SCHOOL .
Fort Benning, Georgia

ADVANCED INFANTRY OFFICERS COTRSE
1948 - 1949

THE ATTACK OF THE 3HD BATTALION, 517TI PARACHUTE
INFANTRY REGIMENTAL COMBAT TE4AM (SEPARATE)
IN THE VICINITY OF BERGSTEIN, SERMANY
4~3 FEBRUARY 1945. (RMINELAND CAMPAIGH)
{Personal Experience of 2 Battalion Communications Officer,
without Emphasis on Communications)

Type of operation described: A PARACHUTE INFANTRY
BATTALION IF THE ATTACK OF A FORTIFIED POSITION

Captain Roland L. Gohmert, Infantry
ADVANCED INFANTRY OFFICERS CLA3S MO 2



TABLE OF CONTENTS

PAGE
Index R P R TR setrassesaasrasrarnunen e 1
Bibliography sseeesvaasass tecsaisasent teeraes PR teeassnas 2
Introduction ......vvn. teseresrernas e, srevevs 3
Organization and History .v.eeeescsccccnsnncrnanes caesncsses D
First Arniy Plens ceivivnvivnnns eraeianaa Y £
The Plan of Attack .uvvervveerirsisnreserncssansnsnacnnsonas 9
The Attack ..i.esiiiiascnnsnannnns teeasresnas beesrassaenas e 12
Analysis and Criticisl vuveveverrvonenvarnne tecenssacsresnnse 19
LeBB0NE tianararanernassetnnrenesrcrarnnasasnnses B A |

Yap A -~ The General Situation Cet 44 to Feb 45

Chart 1 - Orzanization of the 517th Combat Team

Map B ~ Combat Actions of the 517th
Hap C - Plan of Attack
liap D -~ The Attack 5-2 Feb A5



BIBLIOGRAPTY

A-]1 Tirst United States Army Report of Operations,
1 August 1944 to 22 February 1945, (TIS Library)

A~2  Operation Schmidt,
28th Infantry Division, U.S. Army. (TIS Library)

A~3 Unit History, 517th Parachute Combat Team,
517th Parachute Combat Tesm, U,5. Army,
{Personal Possession of Author)

A-4  Dark December,
By Robert E. Merriam, (Personal Possession of Author)

A-5 After Action Report, 82nd Airborne Division, 3 February 1945,
82nd Airborne Divisionm, U.S, Army, (Personal Possession of Author)

A5 History of V Corps,
V Corps, U.S. Army. (TIS Library)

A-7 History of the 78th Infantry Division,
78th Division, U.S. Army. (TIS Library)

A-8 FReport of the Supreme Commander to the Combined Chiefs
£ Staff on the Operations in Furope of the 4Allied
Expeditionary Force, 6 June 1944 to 8 Yay 1945, (TIS Library)

HOTE: Personal knowledge references in this monograph are based on merory,

letters and conversations with former officers of the organization
to include the Combat Team Commander,



THE ATTACK OF THE 3BRD BATTALION, 517TH PARACHUTE
INFANTRY REGIMENTAL COMBAT TEAM (SEPARATE)
IN THE VICINITY OF BERGSTEIN, GERMANY
/=8 FEBRUARY 1945, (RUINELAND CAMPAIGN)
(Personal Experience of a Battalion Commmications Officer,
without Emphasis on Communications)

INTRODUGTION

This monograph is the account of the 3rd Battalion, 517th Parachute
Cqmbat Team, in an attack on defenses of the Roer River Dam area in the
vieinity of Bergstein, Germany, begimming 4 February 1945,

In order that the reader may appreciate fully the situation which
confronted the subject battalion, it will be hecessa:y to discuss brilefly
two subjects; (a) events leading up to the“operatio;; and (b) organizationwL
and combat history of the umit involved,

In October 1944, the Allied armies in western Europe were generally
deployed against the main defenses of the Siegfried Line, and had made
major penetrations in the Aachen area, (See Map A) Hitler's gates thus
having been opeﬂed, the Roer River with its mountainous, rugged banks was
the only major barrier to the gently rolling plains which beckoned Allied
armor to the west bank of the Rhine, Aggzraveting the seriousness of this
barrier were four dams on the Roer, which if blown, would put at flood
stage all of the river lying north of the dam sites. Thus, any attacking
forece from the First or Ninth Armies which might be across the river, could
be isolated and destroyed. (1)

Dam pumber two, the Schwammenauel Dam, directly west of Hesenfeld,
offered by far the greatest threat to military operations. It was calcu-
lated that two-thirdé destruction of the dam would cause the river to rise
twenty-five to thirty feet within six hours at Duren, and would increase
the width at that point to a mile and a half for a period of at least two

days. The velocity of the water would be increased from five to sixtieen

(1) A-l, P 95, A"A’ D 69.



feet per second. If this dam should be blown, in conjunction with the
destruction of another dam upstresm, it was estimated that two full weeks
would be rgquired to restore any communications across the river. (2)

The major effort of First Army was being made by VII Corps, on its
north flank, into the area in danger of being flooded. Therefore, V¥ Corps
to the south, was assigned the mission of capturing the dam, (3) This
mission, in turn, was assigned to the 28th Infantry Division, ﬁhich on
2 Fovember jumped off from the Hurtgen Forest with Schmidt as its initial
objective, Schmidt lies on g high ridge overlooking the dam, sone 2,000
vards ﬁb the southeast., At 1600 hours on 3 November, the 112th Infantry
entered the town of Schmidt, but was unable to hold against heavy armored
attacks and fire from the Braqgggberg - Bergfffin ridge to the north., On
the following day the regiment was forced to withdraw to the west bank of
the Kall River after extremely heavy casualties. (4)

On 19 November, the 8th Infantry Division tock over the 28th Division
sector and attacked northeast toward Huffgen and Klgi?hau, but made no
material gains, On this same day, the AirkForce dropﬁed thirty-two tons
of bombs on Bergstein without apparent effect on the defenses of that area,
It was now realized that the Brandenberg - Bergstein ridge dominated all
the surrounding terrain, and that it could net be neutralized by air or
artillery. Consequently, on 1 December, V Corps launched an offensive to

capture the ridge, and on 3 December, after three heavy air strikes, CCR of

the 5th Armored Division, attached to the 8th Infantry Division, took

Brandenberg. Omn 5 December, CCR which included the 2nd Ranger Battalion,
supported by the IX TAC, 8th Division Artillery and 32nd Field Artillery
Brigade, captured Bergstein., (5)

On & December, the RAF dropped 797 tons of bombs on the dams in an
effort to unleash the floods so that eastward operations might begin

(2) A"lg P. 95; (3) A-lj P 95; (4) A—l, Pe 68; (5) A—l; Pe 860



without further threat of floods, after the water had subsided. However,
aerial photos showedlthat‘no'ﬁaterial damage was done Ly the hombing. (6)
In an all out ground effort to remove this thorn from the sides of
| the impatient First and Ninth Armies, V Corps, reinforced by the 78th and
2nd Divisions, launched another attack on the dam on 13 December., This
attack was still in progress when, after slight gains, on 16 December the
German launched his great Ardennes Counteroffensive., Its right flank hsving
been exposed by the German penetrations, the V Corps offensive to the east
was forced to halt temporarily,., (7)
"Had the Schmidt operation succeeded, First Army might have reached
the Rhine in November or early Decermber and the counteroffensive in the

Ardennes might conceivably never have been launched,” (8)

CRGANTZATION AND HISTQRY

On 15 March 1943, the 517th Parachute Infantry Regiment was activated
as part of the 17th Airborne Division, After a brief training period,
foliowed by airborne maneuvers, the regiment was relieved from the division
and a separate combat team was formed., (See Chart 1) This combat team
consisted of the 517th Parachute Infantry Regiment, 460th Parachute Field
Artillery Battalion, and the 596th Airborne Engineer Company, all jumpers.,
(9) This unit was outfitted with oﬁ%y equipment which could be dropped by
parachute, and had less vehicles thén a standard infantry unit of correspond-
ing composition,

31 May 1943 found the new combat team diséﬁbarking at Naples, Italy,
and g few days later the four months old unit received its baptism of fire
with the 36th Infantry Division near Grossetto, Italy., (See Map B) On 26
June, the combal team was relieved in this sector and moved back to the
vicinity of Rome where it staged for the fortheoming invasion of Southern

France,

(6) A-1, p. 9%; (7) A-1, p, 91; (8) 4-2, p. 25 (9) A3, p. 2.
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Before daylight on 15 August, troopers of the 517th Combat Team
bailed out of their C-47 aircraft in a widely dispersed area inland from
The Seventh Army invasion beaches in Southern France, After accomplishing
its preliminary missions, the combat team attacked east, until by late
September it held a2 fifteen mile front running generally north from the
Mediterranean coast to the Maritime Alps along the French - Italian border.
(10) By 16 November, all of the important objectives in that area had |
been secured and the combat team was relieved by the 1l4th Armored Division,
- It was in this rugged mountain fighting that the seriousness of the lack
of fire and logistical support, which is go vital to successful sustained
ground combat, was first realized., (11)

The 517th then went north by "G-40&8" to Soissons, France, where it
was attached to XVIII Airborne Corps, along with other major airborne units
in Furope. It was expected that First and Ninth Armies would make an early
erossing of the Roer and securs the west bank of the Rhine. XVIII Airborne
Corps was to be held in readiness at staging aress to secure s bridgehead
across the Rhine, by airborne assault, at the first opportunity. (12)

The Germans, however, wers well éware of our troop buildup in the
Aachen area which weakened our lines to the south, and on 16 December 1944
they launched their counteroffensive in the Ardennes sector. {13) 19 Dec-
ember found the combat team well on its way to helping stem the tide of
the onrushing Germans, By the end of January, the 517th had stopped portions
of the German attack in three places, had made five major attacks in re-
ducing the German penetrations, and had been attached e;ther in vwheole or in
part to eight different divisions. As one mission was accomplished, orders
would be received to move several miles on foot, through knee~deep snow, to
launch another attack immediately on arrival in the new sector. Although
the combat team accomplished all missions and received many commendations,

(10) A-3, pp. 8-15; (11) A-3, p. 165 (12) Persomal knowledge;
(13) A"A-’ Pe 71.



the "Battle of the Bulge" with its miserable, zero weather had taken a
grim toll of the fighting potential of the 517th, Bettle casualties had
depleted the infantry and engineer strength until the strongest combat
company hﬁd a bare fifty men, All but a handful of the old leaders were
among the casualties which fﬁrther reduced the combat unity of the team,
Personnel remeining in the combat team were little mors than walking dead;
dysentery, frost bite, trenchfoot and fatigue were prevalent along with
secondary wounds in almost every man, Morale at this point was hanging on
tradition and hopes of early relief. (1)) These were the proud, fighting

paratroopers about which the following action is written.

FIRST ARMY PLANS

By the end of January 1945, the German withdrawal from the Ardennes
was in its final stages and V Corps was once again concerned with the
Roer Dam problems, On 4 February, Tirst Army issued 2 Letter of Instruc-
tions assigning the 517th to operational control of V Corps and in turn
to the 78th Infantry Division. The letter further stated that as soon as
XVITI Airborne Corps could be relieved from its present sector, it would
take over a new sector on the left of V Corps, with its right boundary at
the junction of the Kall and Roer Rivers, thus relieving the 8th Division
and VII Corps of part of their responsibility, (See Map €) When XVIII
Corps became operational in the new zone, the 517th along with the 78th
Division would come under its control.

It was decided that the 517th would make a diversionary attack
through the 8th Division, in the vicinity of Bergstein, not later than
5 February, while the 78th Division made the main effort through Sehmidt
to the dam. The diversionary attack was planned for two reasons: (a)
to prevent reinforcements from moving in to intercept the main effort,
and (b) it was thought that by using parachute troops in the 8th Division

(14) Personal lmowledge.



sector the enemy would think the Airborne Corps in its entirety was presént
and that the main effort w#s being made north of Dam No. 2. (15) (See Map C)
The foregoing facts, however, were not known to the combat team cqmmander
until after the action, so from this boint only those facts and situations
actually known at the time will be discussed.

On 3 February 1945, at the time control of the 517th passed to V Corps,
the combat team was attached to the 82nd Airborne Division which was making
an attack east of St. Vith,rBelgium. (16) Early on 4 Februsry, the 517th
received orders that the combat team was to proceed to the V Corps area.
The commanding offiper with staff members and battalion commanders moved
out to V Corps Headquarters at Eupen. The regimental executive officer was
left to await transportation and to move the combat team by truck later in
the day. At V Corps Headquarters the combat team commander was given the
mission of attacking out of Bergstein the following day to seize the high
ground northeast of Schmiat. From there he was gulded to the 78th Division
Headquarters where the general situation was presented. In the meantinme,
the combat team was entrucked, late in the afternocon, and was proceeding to
Eupen. A guide had been sent back to intercept the convey and direet it to
Kleinhau. (17)

From the 78th Headquarters, fhe comand and staff pafty went to
Brandenberg, where a meeting with the commanding c;fficer of the 113th
Infantry, 8th Division, had been arranged. One battalion of the 113th
occupied Bergstein, which was to be the line of departure for the atiack,
The current situation was presented, and necessary coordinating details
were worked out. (18)

At approximately 050330 Februery, the 517th convoy reached the de-
trucking point at Kleinhau, The tired, hungry, half frozen troopers of the
3rd Battalibn climbed down in a freezing rain to the muddy road and were

(15) A=1, p. 154; (16) A-5, 3 Feb, 1945; (17) Personal knowledge;
(18) Personal knowledge.



guided to an assembly area between Kleinhau and Brandenberg., As they were
moving along the road, & violent fire fight broke out a short distance to
their left, and a number of illuminating flares allowed the troops their
first glimpse of the area. What they saw éan best be deseribed as a Holly-
wood version of "No Mans Iand". At the assembly area the troops were
deployed among knocked out Germsn bunkers which, although filled with water,
provided the only shelter in the area. Needless to say, little of the much
needed rest was gotten that night. Ths battalion CP was set up in the
cellar of a destroyed farmhouse, and communications were quickly established

with the regimental CP at Brandenberg, (19)

THE PLAN QF ATTACK

At 0900 the morning of the 5th, the battalion staff and company
commanders assembled at the CP to receive the attack order, The battalion
commander stated that there was a force estimated to be one'German para=
chute division facing the combined efforts of the 78Fh Division and ths
517th Combat Team. These forces were believed to be in prepared positions
on both sides of the Roer. The regimental plan was for the combat team
to pass the line of departure about 100 yards east of Bergstein at 052400
with two battalions sbreast, 2nd on the right, 3rd on the left, BEach bat-
talion was to move out in a column of companies guiding on the road leading
gouth out of town, (Route A) cross the Kall River and geize objective one,
The attack was to be initiated without an artillery preparation, in hopes
that the main enemy defense could be penetrated by surprise and shock
action, Objectlive one was to be secured by daylicht, at which time the
3rd Battalion would swing north, clear the west bank of the Roer and seize.
objectives two and three, The 1st Battalion, which had been hardest hit
in the preceding operations, was to occupy HE}}hf?O and then would revert

to regimental reserve. As the Bergstein Ridge formed a deep salient into

{(19) Personal knowledge.



the enemy lines there would be no contact with friendly units on either
flank until contact was maée with the 310th Infantry, 78th Division, which
was attacking from the south, The 460th Parachute FA Battalion was to be
in general support of the combat team,

- The battalion plan was for G Company, light machine gun platoon
attached, to lead, followed by H Company, with I Company in reserve. The
attached engineers from the-596th were to follow H Company, prepaéed to
clear mines from the road, if any, and prepare a vehicle crossing of the’
Kall River. The 8lmm mortar platoon was to be in general support from gun
positions in Bergstein, Daylight reconnaissance was limited by €th Divie-
sion to two officers per rifle company, and necessary staff, with no recon-
naissance beyond the 8th Division defenses, Resupply would be made to the
objectives as required., White arm bands were to be worn at night for iden-
tification. The battalion aid station was to be in the vicinity of the CP
in Bergstein, SOP radio nets were to be used until the objectives were
taken, then normal wire was to be installed, (20)

While the attack order was being given a heavy enemy axrtillery
concentration landed, and it was apparent that the enemy had detected some
new American activity in the area, Following the order, reconnaissance
parties were organized and the Headquarters Company personnel set about
accomplishment of the supply and administrative matters necessary to initiate
and support the attack, Due to the nature of the Brandenberg - Bergstein

salient, movement along the Kleinhau - Bergstein Road was extremely difficult.
-Any vehicular movement east of Brandenberg brought down a hail of small arms
and artillery fire, Consequently the reconnaissance parties moved from
Brandenberg on foot and even then were forced to take cover at several
points, Once in Bergstein it was possible to observe for great distances,
but little could be seen to the immediate front due to the heavily wooded

(20) Personal lmowledge.
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areas, Only the tree line of thé Kall Riwver, to the south could be observed,
although Schmidt and surrounding towns were in plain view. The Schmidt -
Bruck Hetzingen Road could be seen from Schmidt to a point 1,500 yards north-
east of Harscheidt. To the east, after 200 - 300 yards of open ground, the
woods obscured the terrain, Hill 400 dominated the wooded area, Due to the
limited observation no enemy activity or fortifications were observed in the
objective area. Almost all traces of snow were gone and the. ground was ex=
tremely muddy and soft, The ground dropped off abruptly to the banks of the
Roer and Kell Rivers on three sides of the point of the ridge, further
obscuring observation, It was learned from officers of the 3rd Battalion,
113th Infantry, that {or several weeks there had been little activity on -
the front except for exchanges éf artillery amd mortar fire. The only known
enemy emplacement was a machine pun reported to be located approximately

300 yards down the road which was to be used in the attack, The troops in
the 113th were dug deeply into the cellars of the demolished buildings and
vere proteqted by one towed anti-tank gun dug in on the right flank of the
town. 517th reconnaissance parties noted that there was little space avail-
able for any installations. However there was one building on the north-
western outskirts of towm with a portion of the lower floor still intact
which was not occupied. This building was designated as both the battalion
CP and aid station., Due to the inadequacy of the building it was decided
that only the bare essential CF and medical personnel- would come forward and
the present CP would remain operational as battalion rear, Any movement in
town during daylight, was strongly protested by members of the 113th, but
it was finally agreed that the 8lmm mortar platoon could move in and reg-
ister before dark, All other personnel of the 517th were to move in after
derk. (21)

(21) Personal knowledge.,
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THE ATTACK

Approximately one hour before dark, the mortar platoon closed in the
town and dug in their gun positions behind the highest point of the center
hill top in town. As the battery was registered the enemy immediately
retaliated with countermortar fire. Just after dark the new battalion
CP was opened in Bergstein and wire communications were established to
both battalion rear and regiment. Shortly after 2300 all troops had closed
into the town., I Company moved to its forward assembly area in the eastern
outskirts, and G and H Companies lined up in preparation for the attack,
By 2355 only F Company and the battalion command group of the <nd Battalion
had come up abreast on the right, but in spite of this, it was decided to
Jump off on schedule, |

At exactly 2400 the leading elements of G and F Companies, abreast,
passed the line of departure. (See Map D) Rain was falling heavily and
visibility was absolute zero, despite the white arm bands worn by all
troops. Contact could be maintained only by each man holding to the shoulder
of the man ahead. This necessitated the column formation being completely
closed, Before the resr elements of H Company had cleared the line of
departure, someone at the head of the column set off a trip flare lighting
up the entire area, Immediately, enemy machine guns opened up from several
points, This fire was apparently final protective fire, and due to fhe
_ground formation at that point, most of it passed harmlessly overhead.
As the troops deployed, most control was lost, however H Company moved up
on the right of G Company, and an attenpt was made to continue the gttack.
At this time a machine gun, from a pillbox at the edge of the road where it
entered the woods, opened up with aimed fire and several casualties were
sustained. The lead scout of H Company finally succeeded in dropping a
grenade into the embrasure, and =11 occupants of the pillbox were either

killed by its fragmentation or as they fled from the rear door. This seemed
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to cause increased machine gun fire from all directions and it was discovered
that fortifications were emplaced in depth on both sides of the Kall, (22)

" Enemy small caliber mortar fire began to fall at this time and leaders
attempted to get their units forward and out of the fire, Both physical
and radio contact with the 2nd Battelion had been lost by this time and con-
trol of organic elements became increasingly difficult. The battalion com-
mander went forward to find that both companies had entered a concentrated
anti~personnel minefield and were suffering casualties in every attempt to
move forward, Deciding that further attack in the dark was hopeless for the
time being, he ordered a withdrawal back into town. Upon reaching the out-
skirts of town it was learned from the 2nd Battalion commender that he too
had ordered a withdrawal, but that the F Company commander’with his leading
platoon were not accounted i‘or.'

While their battalions reorganized, the two battalibn commanders cons-
tacted the regimental commander and it was decided to continue the attack
after an artillery preparation. However, in connection with the new attempt,
it was decided that the 3rd Battalion would follow the road out of town to
the nort’.h (Route B) leading to objective three, as little fire had been
detected from that area. The 2nd Battalion was to continue according to the
original plan., In the meantime the lst Battalion had occupled Hill 400 with
little effort.

It was learned that there would be some delay in getting fires from
Division and Corps Artillery, 80 it was deecided to continue the attack after
a ten minute preparatlon from the organic 460th FA Battalion, Although the
F Company commander was still unaccounted for, permission was granted from
the 2nd Battalion to fire artillery anywhere north of route A, Accordingly,
a ten mimte battalion preparation was fired in the new area of the 3rd Bat-
talion, as close in as the hill mass would allow. The battalion mortars

(22) Personal knowledge.
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were not used in this preparation because of the possibllity 6f drawing
counterbattery near the line of departure. (23)

After the action, it was learned that in the initial assault, the F
Company commander had succeeded in finding a gap through the enemy defenses
on both sides of the Kall and had led his leading platoon to the high ground
just south of the Jjunetion of the Roer and Kall., He then deployed his men
in that area, and since his radio operator had been killed and the radio was
destroyed, he sent the piatoon leader back to guide the remainder of the 2nd
Battalion, which he thought was close behind, through the gap., The platoon
leader, a recent replacement, managed to retura\and reported to the battal-
ion commander. However,\due to battle fatigue or some other unexplained
cause, hg reported at that time that he had be&ome lost from the company
commander and his platoon in the initial fire fight and did not know where
they were, Therefore, as it was learned later, when the 3rd Battalion
called for the artillery concentration 2ll members of the blatoon were
either killed or wounded. The company commander, himself painfully wounded,
gathered the survivors to the bank of the Roer River, where they were ulti-
mately captured. (24)

At apprxoimately 0430, the 3rd Battalion once again crossed the line
of defarture in another attempt to break through the stubborn enermy defenses.
This attempt led to a situation not unlike the first, and although two more
fortified positions were destroyed, the extensive minefield proved to be a
most effective barrier in the dark, As it was now hecoming dayiight it was
decided to walt until it was light enough to possibly probe a path through
the mines, However, daylight only brought more aimed and high angle fire to
bear on the exposed troops, Due to his exposed position, the G Company com-
mander then asked permission to withdraw his troops. This permission was
denied, since higher headquarters had ordered any gains to be held at all

(23), (24) Personal knowledge.



costs, The company commander then asked permission to push forward through
the mines which was also denied, as the battalion commander realized it

would be futile to proceed until the engineers could clear a gap. Finally,
the desperate G Company commender, unwilling to leave his troops exposed to
this fire and suffer greater casualties, announced to the battalion com-
mander that he had ordered his company to withdraw back into town. H Com-
pany, thus exposed on both flanks, was then ordered to withdraw. The G
Company commander disﬁosed his troops in defensive positions on the outskirts
of town and then asked the battalion commander to be relieved of this com=
mand which was granted., (25)

Heavy concentrations of enemy artillery and mortar fire fell in
Bergstein until noon after which it subsided to fire more of a harrassing
nature, Our own fires also increased in intensity all day. The artillery
liaison offiicer and battalion S=2, with a composite patrol, went forward to
a vantage point and adjusted fire on many emplacements with good results,

It was learned that the 310th Infantry of the 78th Division, on the right
across the Kall, had made little progress.

Late in the afternoon the wooded area to the front was smoked and the
attached engineer platoon moved forward together with I Company and succeeded
in clearing a narrow gap through the minefield about midway between routes A
and B. HMine clearing was extrenmely slow and dangerous as the mines were all
of the non-metallic type, and were sown more thickly than had yet'been en=-
countered by the battalion. The enemy, apparently thinking the smoke to be
& screen for a full seale attack, reacted violently with fire of all types.
As darkness fell, a platoon of I Company moved through the minefield, marking
the path with engineer tape as they went, They reconnoitered the northern
banks of the Kall until they found a suitable crossing and then passed to
the south bank toward objective three., Due to a heavy fog, visibility was

(25) Personal knowledge.
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as poor as the night before and 1ittle could be accomplished by the recon=-
naissance,

In the meantime H Company had moved up behind the remainder of I
Company at the entrance to the gap in the minefield, The reconnaissance
platoon from I Company continued to probe the defenses south of the Kall
ard, although they overran several small groups of Germans in the dark, most
of the enemy fortifications remained strangely silent., The I Company com—
mander who had been keeping in touch with the situation decided to take the
rest of the ;ompany through, and he was promptly followed by H Company., I
Company moved into position on objective two and I Company was moving to-
the Kall when both companies were suddenly struck by a counterattack., Ger-
mans and Americans intermingled in the dark and control was lost by both
sides, Hand to hand combat between individuals had reached a violent pitch
when the German commanders could be hesrd shouting orders to withdraw, Dur-
ing the fight elements of both sides had gradually worked back into the
minefield. (26)

The situation then became relatively quiet as the Germans attempted to
evacuate their casualties, and the leaders of G and H Companies were able,
o a certain extent, to reorganize and consolidate positions on objective
two. As soon as the German withdrawal had been completed, mortar fire began
to fall on I Company, and at dawn the enemy again counterattacked. As move-
ment of I Company was restricted by the minefi;!E, the counterattack was
beaten off only after heavy casualties occurred, including the I Company com-
mander who was killed by a mine while attempting to remove a wounded officer
from the minefield. By this time, the attached corps litter besrer teams
(these'were habitually attached by corps) had themselves all become casu-
alties, so the major part of G Company was organized into litter besrer
teams and the evacuation of casualties took most of the morning, H Company

(26) Personal ¥mowledge.
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with the aid of the.LMG and &lmm mortar platoons held off a second counter-
" attack while the casualties were being evacuated.

Severe Germen mortar fire continued to fall throughout the morning
and several more of the few remaining leaders were killed including the
liaison officer from the 460th FA Battalion. During the morning, the bat-
talion commander observed a German mortar battery in operation behind a
building markéd with a red cross in Bruck Hetzingen. He was reluctant to
call for fire on the mortars for fear of hitting the aid station, but as he
pondered the situation an ambulance drove to the front of the building and
unlogded emmnition, which was carried into the building. This removed any
doubt from his mind and after only two rounds for adjustment of his own
mortars, the battery was silenced. (27)

The regimental commander ordered objective two held if possible, and
ordered the lst Battalion to attack after dark, capture Zerksll, then turn
south, When contact with the 3rd Battalion was made, both battalions would
continue south abreast, 3rd on the right. It was hoped that the two battal-
ions could push through ﬁo link up with the 2nd Battalion, thus clearing =all

—_
enenmy north of objective one., Two prisoners captured early that morning had
identified their unit as the 6th Germman Parachute Regiment, énd gave indi-
cations that all German forces would soon withdraw across the Roer,

As all concerned wishfully thought over this information, the Germans
once again counterattacked the position of H and I Companies with an egti-
mated battalion., At about 1600 the two companies, each by that time less
than a platoon in strength, were ordered to withdraw through the gap under
a smoke screen. During the counterattack each company lost an SCR-300 radio,
with operator, and it was not known whether the radios had been captured in-
tact, When the withdrawal was complete; all avaellable artillery amd mortar
fire was thrown into the area, As darkness approached on the evening of the

(27) Personal knowledge.
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7th, G and H Companies méved back toward objective two, but it was soon
discovered that the enemy had resown the mines in the gap and had re-~
occupied the previously kmocked out pillboxes. The two companies soon
broke through again, however, and by 2000 had retaken objective two. The
1st Battalion, in the meantime, had reached Zerkall but was under counter-
attack and was unable to make further progress. The 2nd Battalion on the
right was also held up by heavy resistance., (28)

Realizing that it was futile to leave the two small forces exposed
on objective two, G and H Companies were ordered to withdraw to Bergstein -
on the morning of & February, where they took up defensive positions,

It was soon discovered that the Germans had at least one captured
redio in use, as they frequently attempted to issue false orders to units
of the battalion. |

At approximately 1000 hours, a force estimated to be a platoon of
Germans approached the middle of the open area. approximately 500 yards
south of towm and began digoing in, apparently oblivious to the situatioﬁ
around them. The mortar platoon, with the gumners observing their own fire,
soon eliminated the entire force.

The 78th_Division Jaunched an all out coordinated attack on Schmidi
on the morning of the 8th, preceded by a P-38 air strike and heavy artillery
bombardment. At epproximately noon, great numbers of enemy could be seen
withdrawing on the Schmidt -~ Bruck Hetzingen road. The 78th Division gave
the 517th permission to fire on these troops, and in a matter of minutes
all the mortars of all three battalions were in action. Vehicles were knock-
ed out, blocking the road, and a great many casualties were oﬁserved. (29)

Orders were received early in the afternoon that the regiment was
being relieved by the 508th Parachute Infanfry. Although wire communications
existed to all companies by this time, to top off the entirely unfortunate

(22), (29) Personal knowledge.,
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preceding events, an officer in the-battalion CP radioed all units, in the
clear, to move out of position and form on ﬁhe road fifteen ﬁinutés after
darkness. As the troops began to leave town, a heavy enemy concentration
covered the road. Three of the remaining ninety-six officers and men of
the 3rd Battalion were hit, and the others escaped only by their expeditious
advance to the rear, | '

At a later date the G=3 of V Corps told the combat team commander that
although the 517th did not physically occupy the assigned objectives, the
desired diversionary effect was accomplished. The Germans prematurely
committed the bulk of their reserves in the 517th area, thus relieving pres-—

sure from the main effort at Schmidt. (30)

ANATLYSTS AND CRITTICISM

It 4s extremely difficult to unfavorably criticize the units_involvea
in this operation, as the hercic actions of many small groups and individuals
- made it seem at the time that all possible was done in an attempt to accom-
plish the mission, However, in spite of the foregoing and the apparent
futility of the mission, it must be realized that a great many sound tactical
principles were violated.

The shortage of logistical and fire support.of airborne unlts will not
be discussed as these inadequacies have since been rectified by new and ade-
quate T/0 & E's, |

In the planning stage, it should have been considered that this unit
had been either in the attack or in movement almost constantly since the
18th of December, in the worst kind of weather and had suffered severe casum
alties. Committing parachute units to prolonged ground combat indicated a
lack of knowledge on the part of higher plarmmers as to their organization.
This was especially apparent in the fact that they were committed in the

{30) Personal knowledge.
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attack of heavily fortified positions., Had their limitations been realized
and the necessary units attached to support the lightly armed rifle units,
much greater success with far fewer casuslties could have been.attained.

Uging the combat team on & diversionary mission from Bergstein,
necessitated an attack with both flanks exposed. The enemy to&k full advan-
tage of this situation with their fire from the south bank of the Kall.' Had
the attack.been coordinated with another regiment on the right, with the
boundary just to one side of the Ksll or the other, if would have given one
regiment a mine free corridor which would have left the prepared fortifications
vulnerzable to a night attack,

Another factor to the disadventage of the combat team was attaéking in
the zone of one division while attached to, and supporting another. The 8&th
Division, although helpful in many respects, was not sympathetic to a situ-
ation which would attract fire and attention to their zone while they werse
in a defensive attitude. As tﬁe division boundaries were alsc corps bound-
aries, V Corps Artillery support of the combat team had to fdirst be cleared
through VII Corps. For the most part this precluded any effective support
by corps artillery, |

Neither time nor permission was available to the combat team for the
extensive reconnaissance and patrolling which would have been necessary to
insure at least some measure of success. Perhaps the shortage of time was
unavoidable, but this could have been partially overcome had coordination
been affected so as to have elements of the 8th Division in Bergstein
accomplish some reconnaissance prior to the arrival of the combat team.

As to the conduct of the attack itseif, it is believed that the
two battalions were prematurely withdrawn on the first attempt. This was
probably due to the almost complete'lack of knowledgerof the enemy defenses,
which in turn was caused by lack of reconnaissance., Again it must be empha-

sized that only two officers per company had seen any of the terrain in

20



daylight. However, if both battalions could have passed through the
minefield to the rear of the fortifications, surprise and confusion among
the enemy would have been great enough to allow a reduction of his forti-
fications before an effective daylight counterattack could be organized and
launched. This was partially proved by the complete freedom of the F Com-
pany commander in the vieinity of objective one.

In continued attacks later, all intermediate gains weres lost due to
the inability of the units to consolidate thelr positions so as to withstand
the strong counterattacks. Due to the reduced strength of.the attacking
companies and the exposed flanks, a small perimeter defense might have re-
pulsed the enemy. Howsver, this could not be accomplished due to the ter=-
rain and minefield restrictions., The enemy preparatory fires were very
effecvive, but 1lifted long before the counterattacks. The counterattacks
themselves were poorly executed, and were successful only through over-
running the companies positions with superior strength, and at the expense
of heavy casualties.

The violation of radic security on the last day of the operation was
the apparent cause of three needless casualties, However, had the battal-
ion been up to strength and strung out to a correspondingly greater distance,
the results could have been disastrous. Also it is reascnable to agsume
that the enemy deduced a change in units was teking place which undoubtedly

was g basis for his future plans,

LESSONS
1. Units whose tactical unity has beeﬁ lost due to the decreased
strength of men ané leaders should be committed only in a dire emergency.
Kﬁi 2, Units should be committed only in the zone of the superior1%g‘which
they are attached,
3. Attacks on fortified positions should be conducted only after ex-

tensive planning and recomnaissance by the attacking unit.
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“t 4 Daylight reconnalssance by lesders, down to and including the

squad, mgft be conducted before a night attack.

5. Speclalized units, such as airborne, should be adeguately re-

inforeed wﬁgﬂﬂébmmittéd és regular ground infantry.
hwmm.é. A surprise attack, once launched, should be exploited to the
utmost regégaieés'of initial losses, as subsequent losses will be much
greater once the enemy is on the alert,

7. It is suicidal for a small unit to attack a strongly fortified
position with both flanks exposed.

8, Gains wiil inévitably.be lost if the attacking forece is not
strong enoﬁéh‘to éope with the enemy!s reserve,

9. The slightest violation of signsl security'%iﬁ_produce disastrous

results,
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