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INTRODUCTION 

The purpose of my thesis is to describe the early history of U.S. Airborne and 

Glider units, mainly focusing on the two first American airborne divisions, the 82nd 

and 101st
• My goal is to tell the story from the time when the airborne and glider 

units where just an idea, to the formation of the two divisions and their progress to 

the first large U.S. airborne operation in WWII. 

The following questions will be answered in my thesis: l.When and how did 

it all start? 2. What was the beginning? 3. How did the airborne idea grow? 4. Which 

infantry division was chosen for the transfer into the airborne division and why? 5. 

What units did the airborne divisions have? 6. What were the problems the first U.S. 

divisions had to face? 7. Was there enough of sufficient training before the oversea 

shipment of the airborne divisions? 8. What was their mission in the invasion of 

Normandy and what were the results? 

Ever since I was a litt1e boy I have always been fascinated by paratroopers. 

My interest in them grew even more when I realized that my father's father was one 

too. During World War II he joined the 2nd Czechoslovak Independent Airborne 

Brigade while in the Soviet Union. In 1944 he performed five jumps from balloon 

over Jefremov, in the former Soviet Union, to be qualified as a combat jumper. Even 

though my grandfather never maid a combat jump, I was proud that he was a 

paratrooper. 

When I was in the i h grade my father gaye me a book called "Invasion" by 

Miloš Hubáček. 1 I was very fascinated by the chapters describing the drop of the 82nd 

and 101 st airborne divisions over Normandy. In that time it was impossible for me to 

get any other book or even information about American paratroopers while living 

behind the "Iron Curtain". After the Velvet Revolution in November 1989 the 

situation got a little bit better. Twenty four years after its first publishing in 1968, 

Cornelius Ryan's "The Longest Day,,2 was republished in the early nineties. This 

book has always been of great value because it tells the personal stories of the 

soldiers who participated in the invasion. During my high school studies I actually 

started to collect more books about the Invasion of Normandy and was more and 

more fascinated by D-Day. I eventually started to collect all historical books related 

to the D-Day. 
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Form my personal experience I have noticed four periods of tirne in whích 

literature about the Invasion of Norrnandy was rarely published. 

The first period was right after the end of the World War II. In this period of 

tirne there were published three reports about the American Military Campaignes in 

the Europe. The first one is General Marshall's report: "The Winning of the War in 

Europe and the Pacific,,3; second is General Eisenhower's report - "Report by the 

Supreme Commander to the Combined Chiefs of Staff on the Operations in 

Europe,,4; and third is Butcher's "My three years with Eisenhower, " parts I and II.s 

All these books mention only basíc information about the combat involvement of the 

two airborne divisions. 

The second period of time was in the seventies, when books mainly focusing 

on personal stories including memories of American paratroopers such as the already 

mentioned Ryan's "The Longest Day,,6 and Howart's "The Dawn of D-Day,,7 were 

published. 

The third period of time was in beginning of the nineties when Eisenhower's 

"Crusade in Europe"s focusing on plans of military operations, invasions and batt1es 

was published. The second book published in this era was Hubáček's "Invasion" 

which fascinated me the most. 

Finally the fourth period of time starts in the beginning of the later half of the 

nineties. In this rich era were published some of the most valuable historical books 

on D-Day. The first books were published due to the 50th anniversary of D-Day, such 

as the full translation of Eisenhower's "Crusade in Europe,,9 and a very interesting 

book about the Invasion called: "D-Day, Operation Overlord" edited by Tony Hall lO 

included maps, photographs, pictures of authentic uniforms from private collections 

and museums. The most valuable book published for the 50th commemoration of the 

Invasion of Normandy was called "D-Day, 1944 Voíces from Normandy" written by 

Neillands and Normann,11 which includes a more detailed chapter about the U.S. 

Airborne operations on D-Day than Hubáček's "Invasion". The last book published 

on the second part of the nineties was Gryner's "The Greatest Airborne Operations in 

History,,12. It was the first Czech published book focusing on the U.S. airborne 

troops and operations. 

The most valuable books for this theme began to be published at the 

beginning 21st century. The first was a book called "A Screaming Eagle at 

Normandy" by Donald Burgett,13 telling his personal story about the 101 st airborne 
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division and the Normandy drop. The second book was the famous Stephen 

Ambrose's book called "Band of Brothers,,14 which a received in December 2002. 

It was the right book to get at the right time. There was an announcement of 

the last page which said that there is a collection in the National D-Day Museum in 

New Orleans of aU written and oral memoirs from participants of D-Day collected 

since 1983 by the Eisenhower Center at the University of New Orleans. It was the 

right book, because it told me where I should go to do my research for my thesis. It 

was in the right time, because I have found out from the Board of International 

Affairs FacuIty of Arts at Charles University that at the beginning of 2003 I could 

participate in a student exchange at the University of New Orleans (UNO). 

I turned in my application for the student exchange with my study project at 

UNO and my research project to the Eisenhower center and the National D-Day 

Museum in New Orleans. I was quite surprised that in May 2003 I was chosen for the 

exchange program. My dream came true. I also applied for a travel grant at the J. 

William Fulbright Commission and Josef, Marie and Zdeňka Hlávka Foundation, 

both in Prague. 

My once semester stay at UNO began in January 2004. During my stay in 

New Orleans I met many wonderful people who not only helped me with my studies 

and research but also maid possible to collect enough materials for my thesis. Among 

the most valuable sources of information for my thesis were the following books: 

Gerard M. Devlin's "Paratrooper,,15 was my primary source for information about 

the evolution of the parachute and glider combat troops during World War II. 

Another source focusing on airborne and glider units and their training is called: 

"Out of the BIue" by James A. Huston.16 The prim ary sources of information about 

the airborne divisions were "Ridgway's Paratroopers" by Clay Blair17 and 

"Rendezvous with Destiny" by Leonard Rapport and Arthur Northwood, Jr. 18 The 

most valuable book about the glider units is from James E. Mrazek called "The 

Glider War,,19. Finally, the best books about personal stories from the people who 

were involved in D-Day collected by the Eisenhower Center are Douglas Brinkley's 

and Ronald J. Drez's "Voices of Valor,,2o and the excellent book by Stephan 

Ambrose called "D-Day, the climatic Battle of World War II.,,21 

After my return from study stay at UNO I found the best book so far about 

the history of the U.S. airborne and glider units and their combat involvement in 

World War II caUed "Airborne, a combat history of American Airborne Forces" by 
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Edward M. Flanagan, Jr. 22 This last book I truly recommend to anybody who would 

like to meet and learn more about the history of American Airborne forces. 

Finally, lam very grateful for my supervisor, Prof. Vladimír Nálevka, for his 

great support and his constant encouragement he always had for me. A big thanks 

belong to the International Board of Mfairs at Charles University for choosing me 

for the study program at UNO, and to Fulbright Commission and Hlávka Foundation 

for the travel grants. I also want to thank the following people for their amazing help: 

Prof. Giinter Bischof from UNO; Michael Edwards from the Eisenhower Center at 

UNO; Dr. Gordon Mueller, Jeremy Collins and Tom Czekanski from the National D

Day Museum in New Orleans; Dr. Grant and Dr. Sharon Gillen and their great 

families for their hospitality. In conclusion I want to dedicate this thesis especially to 

my loving wife Markéta, to my family, and to my grandfathers who could not see my 

academic achievement. 
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THE FIRST AIRBORNE IDEAS 

The first proposal for an airborne assault came from none other than 

Benjamin Franklin. Influenced by the recent Montgolfier hot air balloon, he proposed 

that a large number of balloons, loaded with soldiers, be sent into an enemy's 

countryside to reap havoc while his main army was deployed at the front. He 

reasoned that no country could afford to defend the whole of the countryside while 

also maintaining a field army. Benjamin Franklin said in the year of 1784: "Where is 

the Prince who can afford so to cover his country with troops for its defense, as that 

ten thousand men descending from the clouds, might not, in many places, do an 

infinite amount of mischief before a force could be brought together to repel them?" 

Possibly the first serious pIan for the employment of parachute troops in 

combat operations was that of Colonel William P. "Billy" Mitchell, the chief of all 

American Expeditionary Forces air units in France, when in October 1918, he won 

acceptance for a proposal to capture Metz by parachuting from Allied bombers a 

strong part of an infantry division in the rear of the German defenses. To work out 

the detail s of the pIan he called upon Lt. Colonel Lewis H. Brereton, then a young 

Air Service staff officer. In his Memoirs of World War I, Colonel Mitchell describes 

a meeting he had with his boss, U. S. Army Expeditionary Force commander, 

General John J. Pershing on October 17, 1918 while the war was still in progress: "I 

also proposed to him that in the spring of 1919, when I would have a great force of 

bombardment airplanes, he should assign one of the infantry divisions permanently 

to the Air Service, preferably the 1st Division; that we should arm the men with great 

number of machine guns and train them to go over the front in our large airplanes, 

which would carry ten or fifteen of those soldiers. We could equip each man with a 

parachute, so that when we desired to make a rear attack on the enemy, we could 

carry these men over the lines and drop them off in parachutes behind the German 

position. They could assemble at a prearranged strong point, fortify it, and we could 

supply them by aircraft with food and ammunition. Our low flying attack aviation 

would then cover every road in their vicinity, both day and night, so as to prevent the 

German falling on them before they could thoroughly organize the position. Then we 

could attack the Germans from the rear, aided by an attack from our army on the 

front, and support the whole maneuver with our great air force". 
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Colonel William P. MitcheIl is credited with being the originator of the 

vertical envelopment maneuver, that is, of parachuting groups of armed infantry 

behind enemy line s and linking up with them by means of a second coordinated 

ground attack. His innovative suggestion would never come to fruition during World 

War I, because the war ended just twenty-five days after his proposal was made. It 

would be twenty-two years before the American military would again focus on the 

concept of vertical envelopment. 

THE FIRST EXPERIMENT S 

The American Army showed very little interest in airborne troops during the 

twenties and thirties. In 1928 and 1929 smaIl-scale experiments in dropping 

parachutists and weapons were conducted at KeIly and Brooks Fields, Texas. The U. 

S. Army's first tactical experiment was conducted on April 29, 1928 at KeIly Field 

on the outskirts of San Antonio, under the auspices of none other than Brig. Gen. 

William MitcheIl. Three volunteers from the 2nd Division, stationed at nearby Fort 

Sam Houston, parachuted from a bomber using manuaIly activated parachutes, and 

set up and fired a machine gun as part of a demonstration? The second experiment 

took place at Brooks Field, where a formation of four two-place observation planes 

dropped three men and a machine gun, the men assembled the gun, and had it in 

operation within a few minutes? Brig. Gen. MitcheIl did conduct a successful mass 

airdrop at KeIly Field, but the military authorities in Washington were not impressed. 

The experiments had been discontinued. 

However, the Army did experiment with air-landing troops. In 1931 Battery 

B, 2nd Field Artillery Battalion was transported aboard six airplanes from France 

Field in the east across the isthmus ninety miles to Rio Hato on the Pacific side of the 

Panama Cana1.4 In 1932, during maneuvers at Fort du Pont, Delaware, a smaIl 

infantry element was air-Ianded behind the opposing force's lines.5 The following 

year, again in Panama, entire 2nd Battalion was moved by air from Rejuca to Cherrea, 

a distance of thirty-five miles. And in 1934 the Army's Infantry Board at Fort. 

Benning, Georgia, had conducted extensive test which proved an entire infantry 

battalion and aIl its equipment could easily and rapidly be moved great distances 
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both day and night by airplanes.6 It was not until war was again upon the world that 

the U. S. Army began to think seriously about the airborne idea. 

THE RUSSIAN AND GERMAN WAY 

Building on Billy Mitchell's concept, the Russians were the first to develop 

the basic techniques for the use of parachute troops as a military weapon. In 1931, 

Soviet emissaries were sent to the United States to purchase several thousands news 

parachutes. These chutes had rip-cords instead of opening by a line attached to an 

aircraft, and were known as the Model A. l By this purchase, the Soviets began to 

modernize their armed forces and in the fall of that year, the Russian Army had 

formed a test parachute unit from volunteers of the 11th Rifle Division, located in the 

Leningrad military district. By 1935, battalion-sized units had been formed and were 

conducting mass jump-training exercises in the Moscow, Kiev, and Belorussian 

military districts.2 The Russians had organized an Air Landing Corps and transported 

an entire division by air from Moscow to Vladivostok. The world was warned when 

the Red Army produced a propaganda film on the subject. The film caught the 

German eye. So did maneuvers in Kiev, in 1936, which showed how far airborne 

warfare had progressed: The Russian troops parachuted into action two battalions 

with 16 light field guns and 150 machine guns? 

The Germans were forced to new ideas and tactics by the strictures of the 

Treaty of Versailles. The genius of this German effort was Hermann Goering, 

German World War I ace and squadron commander who watched with anguish as the 

Allies took away and destroyed his air force at the end of the war. He promised 

Adolf Hitler a new air force, and soon as the Nazis seized power he set about 

building it, although the Germans were allowed no air forces. So they began to 

consider the glider to train pilots, who then could go on rapidly to learn the 

intricacies of power flight. Using gliders purposefully, they eventually developed 

troop-carrying gliders that could land behind enemy lines. They also established 

parachute troop units. By the late 1920's the Nazi youth dominated the international 

glider field and German glider design led the world. In the 1930's the Germans 

began building large gliders to carry men into combat-first 9, then 20, then 200 

equipped troops in a single giant 242 A.4 
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By the late 1930's American military students were of these developments in 

airborne operations, and problems of airborne warfare were part of the teaching 

program of the Command and General Staff School at Fort Leavenworth, Kansas. 

But in Washington, airborne operations were considered fluff. No serious attention 

was paid to the organization of an airborne striking force or to glider development. 

THE GERMANS LEAD THE WAY 

ln the 1939 the Germans showed the world how outmoded were the war 

concepts of 1918. The dive-bombers and the armored column suddenly appeared as 

vital elements of attack. The Germans also used paratroops to capture airfields in 

Poland in these first days of the war. The Nazis moved into Poland on September 1, 

1939. Nineteen days later the last major Polish army unit surrendered. Hitler was 

busy occupying Czechoslovakia, Poland, Denmark, and Norway. Early in May 1940 

he was ready to move against the Netherlands, Belgium, and France. The German 

attack pIan was a modification of the Schlieffen PIan, which they had used in World 

War 1. The Germans would lure the French and British into Belgium and northeast 

France, and then the German armies would drive to the sea and cut the enemy off. 

On May 10, 1940 German paratroops landed into the Netherlands and 

captured the bridges that were vital to Dutch defense around Rotterdam and The 

Hague. The Dutch defenders were virtually immobilized. The Germans also landed 

paratroops to capture various airfields, which enabled the Germans to resupply their 

forces by air. By end of the first day tne Dutch air force was destroyed and the army 

crippled. In the defense of Belgium, a line had been drawn along the Meuse River 

between Namur and Liege and the Albert canal from Liege to Antwerp. The key to 

defense of this line was a series of fortresses built up between the two wars. Fort 

Eben Emael was the central fortress and the most powerful of them. On May 10, 

1940 the German Luftwaffe sent 10 gliders against Fort Eben Emael, carrying 78 

airborne troops. Armed with modern explosives, they landed atop Fort Eben Emael, 

and cracked it open almost easily. At the same time 30 gliders carrying 350 men 

were landed around the three vital Meuse river bridges. The airborne troops captured 

the bridges, and Wehrmacht-German Army then had passage across the river. Later, 

the Belgians managed to attack and destroy one of these bridges, but two were 
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enough for the Germans. Belgium's army was rolled up like a straw mat in the face 

of N azi power.1 Eben Emael convinced the American general staff that the glider was 

more than a plaything, when a for ce of 500 German parachute troops captured the 

Albert Canal in Belgium; they began to think seriously about the parachute. 

Then Corinth came, in Greece, where gliders were used to size the strategie 

canal. And in May 1941 German paratroopers and glider troops sailed in on Crete 

and, in a very short time, overpowered the defenders. Crete was the absolute proof of 

the efficacy of airborne operations. The Crete experiment was costly to the Germans 

because the British controlled the sea. Although the Luftwaffe held the air, the 

airborne troops could not be resupplied as they ought to have been. Hitler, 

misunderstanding the lesson of Crete, decided airborne operations were too costly 

and abandoned them. After Crete, the initiative in airborne operations moved to the 

western Allies. 

THE AMERlCAN BEGINNING 

The Eben Emael operation made believers of the Americans. When it was followed 

by Corinth and Crete, and the Germans overran Europe, the proof seemed to be 

complete. The U. S. Army Ground Forces began playing attention to the techniques 

of airborne operations. In the beginning the generals in Washington believed all that 

was necessary was to train ordinary infantry troops in the techniques of dropping by 

parachute. The paratroopers would operate against key points in small groups but 

would remain part of a standard infantry division. The idea was to give great 

flexibility to infantry tactics. 

Early in January 1940, Maj. Gen. George A. Lynch, chief of infantry, 

appointed Maj. William C. Lee to experiment with the transport of foot soldiers by 

air. A native of Dunn, North Carolina, 43-year-old Bill Lee had seen combat in 

World War I as a platoon leader and company commander. For the next four years, 

Lee would drive himself remorselessly in developing airborne doctrine, in creating 

equipment, and in activating new units. He would become know as the Father of the 

American Airborne!l 

In April1940 the War Department approved plans for test platoon of airborne 

infantry. There was much controversy among the armed services as to which 
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command should have control. The infantry said these troops were nothing more than 

infantrymen delivered by air. The army air corps said they were air grenadiers, who 

would be the marines of the air corps. The War Department said they were soldiers 

who would function temporary under the U.S. Army Infantry Board.2 Coordination 

with the Air Corps was ordered and what came to be know as the Airborne Effort 

began. Fort Benning' s Infantry Board submitted a recommendation that a proper 

parachute be developed and a forty man platoon be formed to test the parachute 

infantry concept. 

By late May 1940 the Air Corps test center at Wright Field, Ohio, completed 

developing a troop-type parachute which met the requirements of the Infantry Board 

for allowing an armed infantryman to jump from an airplane at low altitudes. The 

fruit of the labors was the T-4 parachute, a backpack static-line-activated affair with 

a canopy measuring twenty-eight feet in diameter. As an additional safety feature, a 

second, smaller, reserve parachute was worn on the jumper for use in case the main 

chute failed to function correctly. This reserve chute was packed in a square, traylike 

container, which was permanently connected to the jumper's body harness by means 

of two 24-inch risers. The canopy of the reserve chute was twenty-two feet in 

diameter. It was activated by pulling ripcord handle positioned on the right side of 

the tray pack. This popped the pack open, releasing a small, spring-activated pilot 

chute into the wind. During World War II, the United States was the only country to 

equip its troops with reserve parachutes!3 

Several of the new T-4 parachutes were rushed to Fort Benning, Georgia, for 

demonstration jumps by Air Corps personnel and for evaluation by the Infantry 

Board. The T--4 was just what everyone was waiting for. Early in June 1940, the 

Infantry Board notified its chief in Washington that it was ready to proceed with live 

jumping tests. But since the board had no authority to obtain volunteers from Army 

units stationed at Fort Benning, it had to request that necessary instruction be issued 

from Washington directing the commandant of Fort Benning to provide volunteers 

for parachute test duty. 
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THE PARACHUTE TEST PLATOON 

On June 25, 1940, the War Department directed the formation of the Army's 

first parachute unit at Fort Benning, with personnel to be obtained from volunteers 

on that post. The next day, during the morning formation, soldiers of the Infantry 

School's 29th Infantry "Demonstration" Regiment were informed by the first 

sergeant: "The Army is going to form a special unit here at Benning called the 

Parachute Test Platoon. Regiment is looking for volunteers that want to join the 

outfit. Anyone who volunteers will be put on special duty status with the Infantry 

Board and will be required to make parachute jumps out of airplanes. Any of you 

man that are interested in volunteering should report to me in the day room right after 

this formation."l When he entered the day room a few minutes later, the first sergeant 

expected to find few, if any, volunteers there. To his surprise, there were over twenty 

men crowed into room. Gathering around the first sergeant, the men listened intently 

as he began to speak: "All right, men, I want you to understand that duty with this 

parachute outfit is purely voluntary. All volunteers for duty with the Parachute Test 

Platoon must possess the following qualifications: (a) A minimum of two years 

infantry service, (b) weight no more than 185 pounds, (c) be in excellent physical 

education. Because of the high degree of risk associated with parachute jumping, all 

those volunteering must understand that duty with the Parachute Test Plato on is 

strictly voluntary. It will require jumps from airplanes in flight at various altitudes, 

which may result in serious injury or death. Therefore, only unmarried men may 

volunteer. ,,2 

The announcement concerning the test platoon was made simultaneously 

throughout the entire 29th Infantry at reveille formation that morning. It was expected 

by Regimental Headquarters that few man would volunteer to serve with the platoon. 

Everyone was surprised by the enthusiasm for the idea and there were over two 

hundred enlisted volunteers on that day as well as seventeen officer volunteers. Two 

of the volunteering officers were Lieutenant William T. Ryder and Lieutenant 

William P. Yarborough. Fortunately for Lieutenant Ryder, he had been do ing 

considerable homework on the subject of parachute troops long before the call for 

volunteers was made. Ryder had witnessed the earlier cargo-chute test drop s made by 

Infantry Board at Lawson Field at Fort Benning, and he sensed that something was 

up. In the belief that the Army would some day form parachute troops, he had been 
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reading everything he could find concerning accomplishments and methods of 

operations of the Russians and Germans, since both countries had already used 

parachute troops in combat? 

Lieutenant Ryder, who had previously written articles on the, need for an 

airborne force, passed the written test given the officers candidates with flying colors 

and was selected to command the Test Platoon. Unfortunately, his close personal 

friend Lieutenant Yarborough had been transferred to another command before 

having a chance to take the test. The Infantry Board decided to selcct forty-eight 

enlisted men broken into four twelve man platoons, the extra meu being included of 

the large number of anticipated training injuries. Lieutenant Ryder and his platoon of 

volunteers were detached from service with the 29th Infantry Regiment and placed on 

special duty with the Infantry Board. Then the Test Platoon moved into tents ne ar 

Lawson Field in the Fort Benning area. There, each member of the platoon was 

issued two pairs of Air Corps mechanic's coveralls, an A-2 cloth flying helmet, and 

special leather boots that had a small strap across the instep to give extra strength to 

the ankles. An abandoned corrugated steel hangar on Lawson Field was made 

available to the platoon for use as a classroom and parachute packing shed. 

While the platoon was getting settled in the tents and cleaning up the hangar 

in preparation for training, the Army Air Corps most experienced parachute jumper, 

Warrant Officer Harry "Tug" Wilson, arrived at Benning from Kelly Field, Texas. 

Wilson was joined the next day by Sergeant James Harris and Corporals Lawrence 

Ketcherside and James B. Wallace, three experienced Air Corps parachutists and 

riggers from Wright Field, Ohio. Together, this small group would train Lieutenant 

Ryder and his platoon of volunteers in the fine art of jumping out of an airplane in 

flight. 4 

The Infantry Board devised a tough eight week physical training schedule 

which included hand-to-hand combat, calisthenics, tumbling, daily three miles runs 

and parachute landing falls. Although already in great shape since they had been 

tactical demonstration troops for the Infantry School, the volunteers still found the 

regime rigorous. Nevertheless, the highly motivated troops soon asked to raise the 

daily runs to five miles. The tradition of "pushing down Georgia" known to many 

future paratroopers, also began with ten pushups being assigned for even minor 

infractions.5 
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The Parachute Test Platoon began its training early in July under the direction 

of Lieutenant Ryder. During its first day in the hangar, platoon received a series of 

detailed lectures from its Air Corps instructors on the construction and functioning of 

the T-4 static-line parachute. Warrant Officer Wilson made the dry technical 

discussion considerably more interesting by showing movies of himself parachuting 

out of various Army airplanes at KeHy Field. Lieutenant Ryder and his platoon of 

volunteers watched and listened to their instructors with great interest. None of them 

had ever seen a parachute before, or ridden in an airplane.6 Outside of hangar, the 

plato on was taught the proper landing method-how to tumble immediately upon 

hitting the ground, in order to distribute the shock of landing throughout the body 

rather than absorbing aH of it directly into the feet and legs. To simulate actual 

parachute jumping, the men were made to jump off the back end of stati on ary Arrny 

trucks, hit the ground, and do a short tumble. When the platoon's members had 

mastered the art of jumping off stationary platforms, the Air Corps instructors 

injected a little realism into the training by requiring them to jump off trucks that 

were being slowly driven across grassy areas.7 

It soon became apparent that another officer was desirable in the test platoon. 

The director of the Infantry Board, at the urging of Lieutenant Ryder, asked the 

commander of the 29th Infantry Regiment to assign a second officer to the test 

platoon. It was decided that the only fair way to select the second officer would be to 

pick the one who had scored second highest on the written test. So Second 

Lieutenant James A. Basset was assigned after training had already begun. On July 

11, Basset reported for duty with the test platoon as the assistant platoon leader.8 

The test platoon's activities were monitored dosely in Washington by the 

Chief of Infantry, through the eyes and ears of Major Lee. During the platoon's 

initial training period, Lee made several trips to Fort Benning for direct coordination 

with Lieutenant Colonel Harris M. Melasky, the Infantry Board's officer in charge of 

the test plato on s training. Whenever he was at Benning, Lee would always check in 

with Lieutenant Ryder to see if there was anything Ryder or platoon needed to make 

their training more effective and realistic. 

The platoon was completing its third week of training when Major Lee 

learned of two parachute jump towers that were located in Hightstown, New Jersey. 

The towers were owned by the Safe Parachute Company, the same firm that built the 

huge parachute tower at the 1939 World's Fair in New York City. Lee went to 
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Hightstown and was given a demonstration of the towers by their owner. He became 

convinced the towers would be an excellent training aid for the test platoon. Mter 

returning to Washington and securing the necessary permission and funding, Lee 

wired Fort Benning to have the plato on flown up to Camp Dix, New Jersey, for a ten 

days stay, during which time it would train on the towers at nearby Hightstown.9 

So the airborne experience began there, on the 150 foot towers. The troops 

learned that they could trust their parachutes, and they acquired experience in the 

sensation of landing. While undergoing training at Hightstown, the platoon was paid 

a surprise visit by the Chief of Infantry, General George Lynch, and his Air Infantry 

project officer, Major Lee. Fascinated by the towers and apparent ease with which 

the platoon members were using them, General Lynch, then in his early sixties, gaye 

in to his urge to go for a ride on the controlled descent tower. Getting to his feet, the 

good-natured general remarked to the grinning platoon: "By God, men, I haven't had 

this much fun since I was a kid. " 10 

The Army was impressed and bought four towers to erect at Fort Benning. 

Mter completing the practice tower jump at Hightstown, the test platoon returned to 

Benning and resumed the arduous training program. By the end of the sixth week of 

training, every man in the platoon was in superb physical condition and had learned 

to pack his own parachute. Only one test remained: jumping from an airplane. On the 

last day of the seventh week of training, Lieutenant Ryder assembled his platoon 

along the edge of the runway at Lawson Field. He announced that the ground phase 

of their training was over and that next week they would each make five parachute 

jumps. The first two jumps, explained Ryder, would be individua!. The third jump 

would be a "mass exit", in which a full planeload of troops would jump from the 

plane in rapid succession, one after the other, until aH had left the plane. The last two 

jumps would also be mass jumps, with the entire platoon jumping simultaneously 

from three planes to assemble on the ground and attack a simulated enemy position. 

AH the brass from Washington, said Ryder, were com ing down to Benning to witness 

the final jump.ll The first jump was made by members of the platoon from a Douglas 

B-18 bomber on August 16, 1940. Lieutenant Ryder led his men. The first enlisted 

man out was private William N. King, who had won the honor in a lottery.12 

On the night before their first mass jump, Privates Ward, Eberhardt, 

McLaney, and Brown decided to take in a movie. The western that was playing 

showed cavalry troops chasing the famous Apache chief Geronimo and his band of 
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Indians. When the movie was over, the four soldiers went across the street to the beer 

garden, where they proceeded to consume large quantities of beer. Walking back to 

the tent encampment a few hours later, the men talked about the first mass jump they 

were to make the next day and how risky it would be as compared to the individual 

jumps they had made thus far. Aubrey Eberhardt, talIest member of the platoon at six 

feet eight inches, casualIy commented that the next day s jump be no different from 

the previous ones they had made. On hearing Eberhardt s remark, his friends began 

to chide him. One of them said: "Hell, Aubrey, 1'11 bet you'lI be so scared tomorrow 

that you won t even be able to think of your name when you jump.,,13 Stopping in his 

tracks, Eberhardt angrily announced to the group: "AlI right, dammit! I tell you 

jokers what I'm gonna do! To prove to you that I'm not scared out of my wits when I 

jump, I'm gonna yell Geronimo loud as hell when I go out that door tomorrow!" 14 

Seeing that Eberhardt was fighting mad, and not wanting to anger the big man 

further, everyone agreed that this idea of yelling "Geronimo" when he jumped was 

excellent. Someone prudently changed the topic of conversation and the group 

continued walking toward the tents. 

Next moming on August 22, the tests went on to mass jumps.15 Half the 

platoon strapped on its parachutes and rapidly boarded two aircraft waiting nearby 

with engines warming. The remainder of the platoon was seated along the edge of the 

jumping field, to ob serve the first half's drop. The pIan was that after a critique of the 

first half s drop, the second half would have their go at it. Once the preflight safety 

inspection had been completed, the lead aircraft hurled down the runway for takeoff 

with big Aubrey Eberhardt seated aboard it. By this time, word had spread 

throughout the test platoon conceming Eberhardťs pIan to yell "Geronimo!" when he 

made his jump that day. Everyone wondered if he would really be able to do it. With 

the plane directly above them, the men seated on the ground saw the first jumper 

spring out the door. He had hardly begun to falI when second jumper was out right 

behind him. One after the other, men continued to pour from the plane, their 

parachutes popping open in rapid succession. It was a beautiful sight. With jumpers 

continuing to spill from the plane, a loud "Geronimo!" shout, accompanied by an 

Indian war whoop, could be clearly heard like a clap of thunder. Without knowing it 

at the time, Private Aubrey Eberhardt had just originated what was to become the 

jumping yelI of the American paratroopers.16 The entire test platoon picked up the 

yelI, shouting "Geronimo!" each time they went out the door on practice jumps. 
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Later, when succeeding units were formed at Benning, they too adopted the yell and 

made it a permanent part of a paratrooper s jumping routine. 

The fifth and final test jump was to be a mass drop executed on August 29.17 

On that day, a series of planes began arriving at Benning early in the moming, 

bearing the VIPs from Washington. The Chief of Infantry arrived first, accompanied 

by Major Lee and several other staff officers. Later on in the moming, General 

Marshall s plane touched down and taxied up to the dismount point. As the plane s 

door opened, the waiting ho nor guard snapped to attention and came to present arms. 

Then, to the surprise of the small crowd of officers waiting at the bottom of the stair 

ramp, the first person to emerge from the open door was not General Marshall, but 

the honorable Mr. Henry L. Simpson, the Secretary of War.18 

Mter much saluting and handshaking, the VIPs were escorted to a vantage 

point on the jumping field. There they were issued binoculars while a briefing officer 

explained what they were about to witness. Mter that attention of the VIPs was 

drawn to three aircraft fast approaching the jumping field. Engines throttled back, 

and in perfect flying column formation, the planes crossed over the jumping point. 

Out came the entire test platoon in one fell swoop. In just a matter of seconds the sky 

was fi1led with parachutes drifting slowly down toward the open-mouthed VIPs. 

Moving quicker than they had ever moved in their lives, the men recovered weapons 

and ammunition from equipment bundles dropped with them. Then they attacked the 

make-believe enemy, shooting and yelling like a tribe of wild Indians all the while. 

The VIPs were duly impressed! At the conclusion of the demonstration, General 

Marshall made a brief speech to the assembled platoon, during which he 

complimented its members for the courage and stamina they had shown during the 

past two months of testing. Marshall also told the platoon that the U. S. Army was 

going to activate whole battalions of parachute troops and they d have a hand in 

training the new units to be formed. He concluded his remarks by saying: "You men 

will always be a part of the Army s airbome troops, and you may all remain on the 

parachute duty for as long as you wish. ,d9 

The test jumping phase of its mission concluded, the test platoon was 

unceremoniously disbanded and divided up into two groups. One group, under 

Lieutenant Bassett, was sent to Chanute Field, Illinois, for intensive training in 

parachute rigging and maintenance. The other group remained at Benning under 

Lieutenant Ryder, for the purpose of establishing a parachute-jump training unit and 
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to provide the nuc1eus around which the first battalion of parachute troops would be 

formed. 20 

When that half of the test platoon which had gone to Chanute Field returned 

to Benning some seven weeks later, they saw a massive tent city where only their 

four tents once stood. Beyond the tent city, swarms of carpenters were hammering 

away on wooden skeletons of two-decker Army barracks. Several hundred shaved

headed soldiers were milling around in the tent city, getting things in good military 

order. These men were the parachute-training volunteers that would comprise the 

Army s first regular aH paratrooper tactical outfit, the 501 st Parachute Infantry 

Battalion. 

THE FIRST PARACHUTE BATTALION 

Chief of Infantry, General George Lynch, recommended to the War 

Department G-3 Section as early as July 23, while the test platoon was still in 

training, that a parachute battalion be formed immediately. Unbeknownst to Lynch, 

news of his recommendation reached the offices of the Chiefs of the Air Corps and 

the Engineers. Seeing that the air infantry project was off to a good start down at Fort 

Benning, the chiefs of the Army Engineers and the Air Corps each began 

maneuvering to gain control of the project.1 

The War Department G-3 Section first recommended that the project be 

placed directly under its control, and later that it be placed under the Air Corps. 

General Headquarters maintained that the primary mission of airborne troops was 

ground combat, and that air transport was merely a means of entry onto the 

battlefield. Also discussed was where the project should be based, with 

recommendation ranging from North Carolina to Texas to California. After 

prolonged discussion the Army's Deputy Chief of Staff directed that the project 

remain under the Chief of Infantry at Fort Benning.2 

On September 16, 1940 the War Department activated the 1st Parachute 

Battalion at Fort Benning, redesignating in the 501 st Parachute Infantry Battalion on 

October 1 to place its designation in line with the numbering system then adopted by 

General Headquarters? 
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Someone was needed to command the Army s new parachute battalion. The 

Chief of Infantry, Major Lee, could not be spared at this critical time from his many 

duties in Washington. There was, however, an excellent candidate for the job already 

statÍoned at Fort Benning someone who had considerable troop duty experience and 

who had already been through the Command and General Staff College at Fort 

Leavenworth, Kansas. He was newly-promoted Major William M. Miley, the post s 

athletic officer. During the last week of September, Major Lee traveled to Benning to 

meet Miley and ask him if he would consent to command a parachute battalion. 

A1ready familiar with activities of the test platoon at Benning and eager for an 

infantry command, Miley gladly accepted.4 

Shortly thereafter, the Adjutant General s Office in Washington issued 

instructions to all corps commanders in the continental United States, directing them 

to seek volunteer infantry-enlisted men for duty with the new battalion. As was the 

case with the Parachute Test Platoon, qualifications for the parachute-battalion 

volunteers were quite rigid. Enlisted men had to be unmarried and aged 21-32. 

Minimum height requirement was five feet six inches, maximum six feet two inch. 

Each volunteer could weigh no more than 185 pounds and had to be free of any heart 

or blood-pressure problems. He also had to have completed at least one year of 

infantry service and had to be personally recommended by his commanding officer 

on the basis of "demonstrated soldierly qualities, agility, athletic ability, intelligence, 

determination, and daring". In addition, the volunteer had to have "the necessary 

education to enable him to rapidly absorb instruction in map reading, sketching, 

radio, and demolitions". Officers had to meet the same physical requirements as the 

enlisted men. However, their age limit was stretched to 35, and they did not have to 

be single.5 

By the first week of November, Major Miley had his battalion of volunteers 

assembled at Benning, ready to start parachute training under the direction of 

Lieutenant Ryder and other former members of the test platoon who were scattered 

throughout companies of the battalion. Dne of the many problems facing Major 

Miley and his newly activated battalion at Benning was the lack of sufficient training 

aids and land areas on which to conduct parachute jump-training exercises of 

battalion size. Another was the lack of adequate quarters for his troops, who were 

still living in tents. In an effort to solve these problems, Major Lee went to 

Washington, where he managed to secure sufficient funding for the construction of 
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two parachute towers at Bennig, similar to the ones at Hightstown, New Jersey. The 

ones at Benning were to be 250 feet tall, twice as tall as those at Hightstown. At 

Benning, Lee arranged to have a large tract of wooded land just south of Lawson 

Field cleared by a Civilian Conservation Corps unit for use a jumping field. He also 

secured the services of Army engineers to start construction on permanent double -

decker wooden barracks and a large consolidated mess hall for the parachute 

battalion. This original housing area of the 501 sl Parachute Infantry Battalion, built 

on the heights above Lawson Field, was nicknamed the "Frying Pan" by the troops 

who lived there.6 

Ear1y in November, 1940, the War Department in Washington announced its 

decision to form three more parachute infantry battalions in 1941. The 501st 

Parachute Infantry Battalion, still in training at Fort Benning, was given the 

additional mission of providing cadres and preparing plans to train the new 

battalions. By January of 1941, most members of the 501 s1 Parachute Infantry 

Battalion were parachute qualified and Major Miley authorized qualified 

paratroopers to wear their jump boots with trousers bloused, a ,,501" over their 

Infantry Branch insignia and an "overseas" cap with the parachute cap badge. 

Additionally, the Department of Heraldry informed Major Miley that a distinctive 

parachute qualification badge was to be authorized and sent along a possible design. 

One of Miley's staff officers, Lieutenant William P. Yarborough, created the design 

which was eventually adopted. The creative Yarborough also suggested the 

distinctive parachute oval backing to show unit affiliation and designed the 

parachutist s uniform, with pockets accessible even when wearing a parachute 

harness, and the famous jump boots. 7 

These pioneer American paratroopers were viewed by others in the army with 

varying degrees of resentment. Ear1y paratrooper Lou Varrone recalled that era: 

"Almost from the start, we sensed a bureaucratic animosity and misunderstanding of 

these newly incubated soldiers. Due to our distinctive deportment, jump boots, and 

bloused trousers, we were considered to be swaggering, cocky, overbearing, and 

arrogant. But these views were grossly mistaken, for the qualities of self - esteem, a 

strong sense of destiny, supreme confidence, arduous training, a mystical 

camaraderie, and the pioneering spirit of a challenging new frontier, were what we 

were all about. How were super-elite troops supposed to act - like we had an 

inferiority complex? " 
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With his battalion all jump-qualified and wearing their new c10thing and 

equipment, Major Miley addressed himself to the mission thrust upon him by the 

War Department, that of providing cadres and training to the three new parachute 

battalions scheduled to be formed in 1941. Miley made a recommendation to the 

Chief of Infantry that a special organization be established at Benning whose mission 

it would be to administer parachute training to each new battalion formed and to 

provide jump - trained replacement personnel to those battalions as needed. He 

further suggested that after each new battalion had been jump-qualified it be moved 

out to a new station for tactical training to make room for the next unit to be formed 

at Benning. The Chief of Infantry concurred with Miley's recommendation and 

forwarded them to the War Department, where they were given final approval a little 

over one month later. 8 

THE PROVISIONAL PARACHUTE GROUP 

On March 10, 1941, the Provisional Parachute Group was formed at Fort 

Benning.1 All of its officers and men had come from Major Miley's battalion. 

Although stationed at Benning, this unit was to be controlled directly by the Chief of 

Infantry in Washington. Recently promoted Lieutenant Colonel Lee commanded the 

group with the mission of developing airborne Table of Organization and Equipment 

as well as carrying out parachute training. However, Lee's Provisional Parachute 

Group was to be a purely administrative and training organization. Lee himself did 

not have command authority over the units he would be training. Such authority was 

retained in Washington by the Chief of Infantry. 

At Benning, Lee organized his new unit and assigned individual staff officers 

their duties in preparation for the day when the next parachute battalion would be 

activated. Then he took a crash course in parachute jumping from his own staff of 

instructors.2 While attending to the thousand and one detail s associated with getting 

his provisional Parachute Group ready to carry out its mission, Colonel Lee often 

worked eighteen and more hours a day, ironing out the many administrative and 

supply problems confronting him. Finally on April 30, 1941, the Parachute School 

was established at Fort Benning? The airborne force was growing. 
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Less than a month after the batt1e of Crete, Major Miley received orders from 

Washington for the gradual deployment of his parachute battalion to Panama, where 

it was to conduct combined air-Ianding and parachute exercises with the soon-to-be

activated 550th Infantry Airborne Battalion. The 550th Infantry was initial1y organized 

to be neither parachute-nor glider-trained. It was to be a pure air-landing infantry 

battalion patterned after German units employed on Crete.4 The prim ary reason for 

the parachute battalion's move to Panama, and the formation of air-Ianding infantry 

battalion there, was a growing concern in Washington over reports that German 

influence was increasing in Central America at an alarming rate. With the American 

parachute and air-Ianding battalions clo se at hand in Panama, any threatened leader 

of the Central American countries could get help within a few hours. 

On June 28, Company C of the 501st Parachute Battalion departed Fort 

Benning by train for New Orleans, where it boarded a ship bound for Panama.5 It 

arrived a few days later at Fort Kobbe, located on the Pacific side of the Canal Zone, 

where the 550th Infantry Airborne Battalion was activated on July 1, 1941, under 

command of Lieutenant Colonel Harris M. Melasky.6 Major Miley brought the 

remainder of his parachute battalion to Panama later in September. Both Miley s 

parachute and Melasky's air-Ianding battalions were quartered at Fort Kobbe, where 

a sizable airstrip called Howard Field was located. 

On July 1, 1940, some five weeks after the batt1e for Crete, the 502nd 

Parachute Infantry Battalion was hurriedly activated at Fort Benning with a skeleton 

detachment taken from the two companies of the 501 st Battalion, then still at 

Benning. Major George P. Howell, Jr., former executive officer of the 501 st, became 

commander of this new battalion.7 

While this newest parachute battalion was still busy getting fully organized, 

Colonel Lee was notified by Washington that still another unit, the 503rd Parachute 

Infantry Battalion, was to be activated in August, several months ahead of schedule. 

Despíte Lee's loud protestation of having virtually no men or equipment for it, the 

503rd Parachute Infantry Battalion was activated August 21. Major Robert F. Sink, 

former member of the original 501 st Parachute Infantry, was named to command the 

503rd
•
8 

Appealing to the Chief of Infantry for assistance, Lee was given permission to 

seek volunteers from the 8th Infantry Division at Fort Jackson, South Carolina, and 

the 9th Infantry Division at Fort Bragg, North Carolina. Armed with a letter signed by 

23 



the Chief of Infantry, Lee went personally to Bragg and sent his assistants, also with 

a letter from Washington, to Jackson. The results at Bragg exceeded Lee s wildest 

expectations. Almost 1,000 men volunteered, including 400 noncommissioned 

officers, who were willing to be reduced in rank in order to be accepted for parachute 

duty. Lee's assistants at Fort Jackson were less fortunate. Only a few hundred 

volunteers were obtained there.9 

The 502nd Parachute Infantry Battalion was preparing to take part in the 

extensive maneuvers held in an area encompassing parts of North and South Carolina 

during the fall of 1941, known as the Carolina Maneuvers, when the Army's first 

combined parachute-air-Ianding tactical training exercise took place in Panama. 

Details of the exercise were worked out by Lieutenant Colonel Melasky, of the 550th 

Infantry Airborne Battalion, and the local Air Corps commander at Howard Field. 

With Company C, 501 st Parachute Battalion attached, Melasky's battalion was to 

capture an auxiliary landing field near Rio Hato. 1O 

In Washington, General Marshall was so impressed with results of the 

Panama maneuver that he directed the formation of a second air-Ianding battalion. 

The new unit, 88th Infantry Airborne Battalion, was activated on October 10, 1941 at 

Fort Benning. Lieutenant Colonel Eldridge G. Chapman was appointed its command. 

This battalion was strictly an experimental agency under the Chief of Infantry, tasked 

with determining aircraft load planning, air-Ianding unit equipment needs, 

organization, tactical doctrine, and training requirements. ll 

Five days prior to the 88th Infantry's activation, the Army's 504th Parachute 

Infantry Battalion came into existence at Fort Benning. Major Richard Chase, 

formerly of the 501st Parachute Battalion, was appointed its commander.12 

The lack of a central controlling headquarters for parachute battalions at 

Benning meant that each battalion was individually controlled by the War 

Department in Washington. Colonel Lee's many command and administrative 

problems were remedied, though only slightly, when the War Department on July 1, 

1941, issued the long-overdue order assigning all parachute battalions to his 

Provisional Parachute Group Headquarters. This, in turn, gaye Lee all the 

prerogatives of a regimental commander. 13 
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THE FIRST PARACHUTE INFANTRY REGIMENTS 

The blow that finaHy forced America to enter the war was stmck on Sunday, 

December 7, 1941, when the Japanese made their devastating sneak attack at Pearl 

Harbor in Hawaii. As a result of the declaration of war, aH previous restrictions on 

the U. S. Army s troop strength were removed. On January 30, 1942, the War 

Department directed that four parachute regiments be formed using the assets of the 

existing battalions.1 As big as this step was, it was just the beginning. During the 

course of World War II, the U. S. Army would form a total of fourteen parachute 

infantry regiments and four separate parachute infantry battalions.2 

On March 2, 1942 two of the four regiments Washington was pushing for 

were activated at Benning. On that day, the S02nd Parachute Infantry Regiment was 

formed at reduced strength, from the battalion of the same number. The battalion 

commander, newly promoted Lieutenant Colonel George P. Howell, Jr. became the 

regimental commander. The two other battalions of HoweH s regiment were later 

activated with graduates of the Parachute School? 

The other regiment formed on March 2 was the S03rd Parachute Infantry. 

Both the S03rd and S04th parachute battalions were incorporated into this regiment. 

The former became the regiment s 1st Battalion, and the latter became its 2nd 

Battalion. The 3rd Battalion was later formed from scratch with graduates of the 

Parachute School. Command of this regiment went to Lieutenant Colonel Miley, who 

had been called home for that purpose after being in Panama only six months with 

his SOl st Battalion. On leaving his battalion in Panama, Miley turned it over to his 

executive officer, Major Kenneth Kinsler. Shortly after its activation at Benning, the 

S03rd Parachute Infantry Regiment was moved to Fort Bragg, North Carolina, where 

it conducted combat training.4 

The remaining two regiments Washington wanted didn't come into existence 

until a few months later, and then only in skeleton formo On May 1, 1942, the S04th 

Parachute Infantry Regiment was activated at Fort Benning. Command of the S04th 

was given to newly promoted Lieutenant Colonel Reuben H. Tucker. Nine weeks 

later, on July 6, the SOSth Parachute Infantry Regiment was activated also at Fort 

Benning, under James M. Gavin, who came to that assignment from his position as 

Colonel Lee's G··3.5 
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THE AIRBORNE COMMAND 

The establishment of these parachute regiments served further to emphasize 

the necessity for increased unity of command at some level below that of General 

Headquarters. On March 21, 1942, the Airborne Command was activated at Fort 

Benning under the Army Ground Forces; with Lee, now a full colonel, in charge. All 

parachute units in existence, plus the 88th Infantry Airborne Battalion, were made a 

part of Lee' s new organization. 1 

The increased expansion of the airborne project at Fort Benning meant that 

there was not enough space in which to properly train parachute and air-landing units 

simultaneously. At Lee's suggestion, the Airborne Command was moved, on April 9, 

to Fort Bragg, North Carolina, where its host unit, the 9th Infantry Division, allocated 

a section of its old divisional area for use as a headquarters and living area. The 

Parachute School remained at Benning to carry on with its mission of training 

"fillers" for the rapidly forming battalions. Under this arrangement, separate 

parachute battalions would be formed and jump-trained at Benning. The battalions 

would then be shipped to Bragg for tactical training and testing by the Airborne 

Command. 2 

ln Mid-May of 1942, began preparation for deployment one of the airborne 

unit to the Europe. This first airborne unit deployed to the war in Europe was the 2nd 

Battalion, 503rd Parachute Infantry Regiment under Lieutenant Colonel Edson D. 

Raff, which sailed for the United Kingdom aboard the converted luxury liner Queen 

Marry from New York on June 6, 1941.3 

Earlier, during the first week in June, the Airborne Command at Fort Bragg 

had received its first of what were to be many groups of visiting VIPs from 

Washington and elsewhere. The first group consisted of England s Prime Minister Sir 

Winston Churchill, the American Secretary of War, Mr. Henry L. Stimson, and the 

Army Chief of Staff, General George Marshall.4 Their host, Colonel Lee, took them 

on an extensive inspection tour of Colonel Miley s now-depleted regiment. Lee also 

arranged a mass parachute jump by Miley's troops for his guests. General Marshall 

and the group of VIPs had seen a lot that pleased them. 

Two more parachute regiments were activated, again in skeleton form, on 

July 20, 1942, and placed under supervision of Lee's Airborne Command. On that 

date, the 506th Parachute Infantry was formed. Lieutenant Colonel Robert F. Sink, 
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then serving as commander of the 503rd Parachute Infantry, was named regimental 

commander of the 506th
• On leaving the 503rd

, Sink relinquished command of it to 

his executive officer, Lieutenant Colonel Kenneth Kinsley, who, like Sink, had been 

a member of the original 501 st Parachute Infantry Battalion. Sink s new unit was the 

first of four parachute regiments to be bom not at Fort Benning or Fort Bragg, but at 

a place called Camp Toccoa, Georgia. This newest of bases for airbome troops was 

situated 175 miles above Fort Benning, high in the rugged north Georgia hills, and 

only 10 mile s from the South Carolina border.5 

The other regiment activated at Fort Benning on July 20, 1942 was the 50ih 

Parachute Infantry6 under command of Lieutenant Colonel George V. MilIett, Jr., a 

former member of the original 501 st Parachute Infantry Battalion. Shortly after being 

jump-trained at Benning, Millett s regiment deployed to the Army air base at 

Alliance, Nebraska, where it became part of the 1st Airbome Brigade, a non-tactical 

training command headquarters.7 

Just prior to the activation of these two newest regiments, Colonel Lee, who 

was then commanding nearly two divisions of troops, was elevated to the rank of 

brigadier general and dispatched on a brief mission to England to observe, and 

exchange ideas with, his British airbome counterparts. In England, Lee was treated 

royally by his hosts, who briefed him in great detail on all their latest airbome 

developments. The most significant item General Lee brought back with him from 

England was news that British were going ahead with plans to form airbome 

divisions. 

Upon his retum to the United States, Lee briefed General McNair at Army 

Ground Force headquarters on results of his trip. During the briefing, Lee 

recommended that the U. S. Army follow the British lead by forming an airbome 

division of its own so as to have the capability of large-scale offensive combat 

operations. McNair did not give an immediate answer to his intriguing suggestion. 

But he did tell Lee that he would have his staff study the proposal and would give 

Lee his thoughts on the matter shortly.8 

Major James M. Gavin was Lee's Training Officer that time and he recalls: 

"In the spring of 1942 Brigadier General William Lee and I went to Washington to 

discuss the creation of our first airbome division .The Washington staff seemed 

rather skeptical about the whole idea. However, after some discussion it was agreed 

that we could start the organization of an airbome division provided certain 
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stipulations were met. The division had to be one that had already completed basic 

training, and it could not be a regular Army or National Guard division, the States 

would not want the National Guard made airborne. It was also stipulated that the 

division should be one that was then stationed where flying weather was generally 

good and near one or more airfields. The one division that met aH these requirements 

was 82nd Division stationed at Camp Claiborne, Louisiana. It was under the 

command of Brigadier General Omar Bradley. Plans were made at once to convert it 

to an airborne division by adding two parachute regiments to it, making one of the 

infantry regiments glide-borne, and replacing aH heavy equipment throughout the 

division with lighter substitutes that could be carried by glider and parachute." 9 

True to his word, McNair got back to Lee less than two weeks later, advising 

him that the Army was going to form not one, but two airborne divisions 

simultaneously in mid-August. The two Army divisions selected to go airborne were 

the 82nd and 101s1 Infantry Divisions, both of which had originaHy been during 

World War I and, foHowing that war, deactivated. The 82nd Infantry Division was the 

more famous of the two units. 10 

"THE 82ND INFANTRY DIVISION" 

The 82nd Division had a brief but proud history. It was in World War I and 

tagged the "AlI-American" Division, because it was composed of men from aH forty

eight states. It had spent more consecutive days in the front line s than any other 

American division and had suffered 7 422 casualties, including 1 035 killed. 1 Its 

battle streams included Lorraine, Saint-Mihiel, Meuse-Argonne. It had many 

distinguished alumni, but the most one was the Tennessee sharpshooter Sergeant 

Alvin C. York, who had single-handedly broken up an entire German battalion and 

been deactivated. 

The newly activated 82nd Division staff began assembling in Camp Claiborne, 

Louisiana, in mid to late February 1942? The 82nd Division was to be staffed and 

trained in an experimental fashion. The Division commander chosen to lead the 

newly activated division was Brigadier General Omar N. Bradley, the former 

commandant of Fort Benning and the Infantry School. The second in command of 
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the 82nd Infantry Division was Brigadier General Matthew B. Ridgway. Those two 

men had a tremendous effect on the training and readiness of the 82nd Division. 

Therefore, draftees had been sent to reserve and N ational Guard units already 

in existence or basic training camps to become fillers. The 82nd Division was to be 

created from scratch, made up of some sixteen thousands draftees who would report 

to the division directly from civilian life. The dr afte es would be integrated into the 

division' s paper structure and undergo basic training while the division itself was 

gradually taking shape. It would be a standard "triangular" unit, with three infantry 

regiments of three battalions each, and would have its own division artillery. Owning 

to its complexity and size, the division artillery was commanded by a brigadier 

general Joseph May Swing. 

Each of the division's infantry regiments was commanded by fulI colonel. 

Two of the three regimental commanders, Claudius S. Easley (325th
), and Stuart 

Cutler (326th
) were outstanding. The third, George S. Wear (32ih

) 3, failed to meet 

the high standards Bradley and Ridgway had set, but owing to the shortage of 

qualified colonels, he was retained in his command through the division's basic 

training phase. Each of the three regiments' three infantry battalions was command 

by a lieutenant colonel. 

The initial cadre for the reactivated 82nd Division-seven hundred junior 

officers and twelve hundred enlisted men-came from the 9th Infantry Division, 

commanded by Jacob L. Devers, at Fort Bragg, North Carolina.4 These near1y two 

thousand men reported to Camp Claiborne at about the time the senior staffs were 

gathering. The bulk of the division, sixteen thousand draftees, would come directly 

from reception centers in Alabama, Georgia, Mississippi and Tennessee. The 

division was officially activated on March 25, 1942.5 

Bradley was determined that his draftees would be treated in "an intelligent, 

humane, understanding way" and made to feel "at home." There would be no stupid 

morale-eroding "hurry up and wait" in the 82nd Division. Accordingly, he gaye 

orders to the personnel officer, Doc Eaton, to send teams ahead to the reception 

centers to meet and greet the draftees and, during the train ride to Camp Claiborne, 

interview and classify them by their civilian specialties (cook, truck driver, carpenter, 

etc.) and assign them to specific units of the 82nd before arrival. 

The draftees debarking at Camp Claiborne went directly from train to 

preassigned units, hot meals and tents, where they found their equipment and 
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bedding on preassigned cots. Nothing like this had ever been tried before. Anny 

Ground Force commander General McNair pronounced it a grand idea and 

recommended it for the other new divisions, which were com ing in to being on 

schedule slightly behind the 82nd
• 

The Army Ground Force staff had devised a seventeen-week training 

program for the new division. This meant the 82nd should be fully trained and ready 

for combat by about on August 1. As Bradley and Ridgway knew, George Marshall 

and his chief war planner, Dwight Eisenhower, were then advocating an ear1y 

invasion of France-perhaps as ear1y as the fall of 1942 but no later than the spring of 

1943. This pIan was known as ROUNDUP.6 Although no official orders had come 

down from Washington, it seemed probable that 82nd would be assigned invasion. 

Thus Bradley and Ridgway commenced the 82nd Division training schedule with a 

great sense of urgency and gravity. 

The first large task was to whip the draftees into prime physical condition. 

Bradley and Ridgway were shocked to find that at least a third of them were, as 

Bradley put it "in appallingly poor physical condition ... overweight and soft as 

marshmallows.,,7 Only a few were really capable of the hard and sustained physical 

exertion they would face in combat. Ridgway believed that each man should be "as 

finely trained as champion boxer."s Soon the entire division, including Bradley, 

Ridgway and all staff officers, were engaged in an agonizingly tough physical-fitness 

program: daily calisthenics, long hikes, sporting events, plus workouts, obstacle 

course, consisting of high walls, deep ditches, long barriers, culverts, rope climbs and 

the like. Both Bradley and Ridgway, who were in far better shape than most of the 

draftees, ran the obstacle course from time to time. 

Ridgway resorted to every conceivable means of keeping his body in tone. On 

his daily rounds in the field he jogged from one unit to the next one or rode one of 

two horses (Greta, a black mare; Brown Gold, a chestnut mare) he had acquired from 

a converted cavalry unit. I the "modem" Army, the sight of Ridgway on horseback 

evoked considerable barrack-room humor and inspired a lampooning cartoon in a 

division newspaper. But his horsemanship gaye him great mobility in the field and 

made a strong and lasting impression on many GIs. Thomas J. Catanzaro, then a 

green recruit, remembered: "We were on the mortar range firing live ammo. We had 

fired a round when the barrel of our mortar flipped over backwards. General 

Ridgway was seated astride a large horse, watching the firing. He immediately 

30 



galloped over, jumped off the horse and demonstrated how to properly anchor the 

bipod. Having never been in the company of a real-life general before, we were all 

amazed. Right then and there our pride in our never-before-seen general grew to new 

heights." 9 

The hard work was soon paying handsome dividends. General McNair and 

the Army corps command to which the 82nd was assigned administratively, showered 

compliments on Bradley and Ridgway, and the 82nd Infantry Division became a 

model for visiting firemen on study. In early April, a mere two weeks after official 

activation, McNair and Mark Wayne Clark paid the division a visit. Subsequently 

Clark wrote Ridgway: "General McNair was certainly well pleased with the way the 

new divisions are com ing along and with your fine example the others should 

certainly whip in to shape in rapid fashion." 10 

To build esprit, Bradley and Ridgway emphasized in every possible way the 

division's distinguished combat record in World war r. Bradley hit upon the idea of 

inviting Sergeant Alvin York to visit the division and talk to the men. York gladly 

accepted .In preparation of York's visit in early May, Ridgway hastily formed a 

"division band" composed of draftee-musicians from Cutler's 326th Regiment. One 

of the three traditional marches the band worked up for the York visit, "The 

American Soldier" would in time become the division battle song, renamed "AlI

American Soldier" and later "The Airborne March." 

The Sergeant York visit on May 7, 1942 was a huge successY Ridgway 

assembled the division en masse in an amphitheater. Bradley and honor guard 

escorted York to the podium, while the "division band" struggled through its limited 

repertoire. York, an unpretentious man, spellbound the division with his story of how 

he had wiped out the German battalion (killing twenty German soldiers, capturing 

another 132, and destroying some thirty-five machine guns). His talk was carried on 

a nationwide radio hookup. Ridgway recalled: "He created in the minds of farm boys 

and clerks, youngsters of every station and class, the conviction that an aggressive 

soldier, well trained and well armed, can fight his way out of any situation." 12 

There was one other useful by-product of York visit. During his stay, York 

told Bradley that he had done his most effective shooting at every short range, 

twenty-five to fifty yards. No long after York' s departure, Bradley had Ridgway bui1t 

a short-range firing course through the woods, with partially concealed tin cans for 

targets. This was a radical addition to the standard, static, long-distance firing range. 
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One result was that draftees trained in the 82nd Division became outstanding close-in, 

quick-firing marksmen. 

Following the York visit, Ridgway, received wonderful news. It came in a 

personal letter from Mark Clark, who wrote that McNair would recommend that 

Ridgway be given command on his own division the following September. It would 

mean not only his own command but also temporary promotion to the two-star rank 

of major general. Ridgway would be among the first men in his West Point class to 

receive that honor. 

But as it turned out George Marshall had another pIan. The 28th National 

Guard Division, based at nearby Camp Livingston 13, was in grave difficulties. 

Mobilized a full year before 82nd Division, it had made litt1e progress in its training, 

for various reasons. Marshall decided that the best hope for rescuing the division lay 

in naming Bradley to command it. He also decreed that when Bradley moved to the 

28th division, Ridgway would be promoted to command the 82nd division. 

For Ridgway, this was even better news. It meant that he would get command 

of a division about three to four months earlier than Clark had indicated. Not only 

that, rather than starting from scratch with a brand-new contingent of draftees and 

therefore likely to see combat much latter, he would take over a division well along 

in its training schedule. Moreover, by now Ridgway identified strongly with the 82nd 

Division, just as the men identified with him the division. He had made an emotional 

as well as a professional commitment to the division. 

Like Bradley before him, Ridgway had the prerogative of choosing his own 

chief of staff. His choice was an interesting one: the field artilleryman-intellectual

linguist-diplomat Maxwell Taylor, who was still working in Marshall's Secretariat. 

Taylor was itching to get into the field. However, Marshall was willing to release 

Taylor to join the 82nd Division. 14 

By June 19, 1942, General McNair was prepared to accept the airborne 

division as a specialized organization. 15 That there should be two glider regiments 

and one parachute regiment in the division was another manifest of the earlier 

concept that the parachutist should be merely the spearhead of airlanding troops. On 

the basis of British organization, General Lee recommended two parachute regiments 

and one glider regiment, but General McNair could find no valid reason of the 

British organization. Further inquiry suggested that the British organization was one 

of necessity rather than one based on long-range plans. No German table of 
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organization could be found which combined parachute and glider troops in one 

division. It seemed that the German practice had been to organize special task force 

for each operation-the parachute troops were part of the air force, and the glider 

troops were from the ground forces. 

The training section of Army Ground Force operations officer recommended 

that the emphasis be on flexibility so that the number of parachute and glider 

regiments might be varied to meet specific requirements. In view of plans for a 

European invasion within less than a year, then , General McNair recommended that 

the training of standard infantry division in air transportation continue, and two 

airborne divisions be formed. They were to be constituted from the 82nd Division, 

then motorized division finishing its individual training, with the additional of the 

necessary parachute units. 

The proposed organization amounted to a miniature infantry division of 504 

officers and 8 321 enlisted men. 16 It called for one parachute and two glider infantry 

regiment s plus division artillery, an engineer battalion, a medical company, signal 

company, and quartermaster company. It was suggested that the number of parachute 

and glider regiments might be changed as needed. The proposal won prompt 

approval in the War Department, and General Eisenhower, then commanding the 

European theater, expressed the hope that he might have these divisions in his force 

by April1, 1943.17 

The Change of command which took place at noon on June 26, was not 

accomplished without some emotional heart tugs. McNair had wanted Bradley 

promoted to corps commander; Bradley did not relish leaving the 82nd division to 

rescue a fumbling National Guard division, but of course he uncomplainingly carried 

out Marshall's wishes. On Bradley's departure, Ridgway assembled the division in a 

farewell salute. In short speech praising Bradley, Ridgway, who reveled in such 

ceremonies, said that: "We attribute our present proud progress to his strength of 

leadership, his vision, and his patient guidance and that in our hearts his name will 

always be on our rollS.,,18 Bradley, who was made ill at ease by such displays of 

public sentimentality and who seldom wrote thank-you notes, nonetheless later to ok 

the time to write Ridgway: "I hope the division staff realizes how much I appreciate 

the very fine work they did for me. Every member was a master at his task and Ionly 

wish that I could always be so lucky." Ridgway responded: "Of course, you know we 

33 



all hope still that we will be side by side in action, or that you will be our corps 

commander, as seems most apt to happen." 19 

Brad1ey had led the 82nd Division through ninety days of its basic training 

course. With Ridgway's help he had tumed it into a showpiece, one of the best, if not 

the best-trained division in the Army. One reason for his success was that Bradley 

and Ridgway, as dissimilar inn background, temperament and taste as two men could 

possibly be, had worked well together, Bradley the low-key "inside" administrator, 

Ridgway the though, driving "outside" man. Beyond doubt, Bradley had a hand in 

the decision to name Ridgway as his successor. In retum, Bradley eamed Ridgway's 

unflinching loyalty. 

THE 82nd AND lOlst GO AIRBORNE 

When Ridgway took command of the 82nd Division, it was about three 

quarters of the way through its seventeen-week basic training schedule. By that time 

summer had come to Camp Claiborne, bringing searing heat and enervating 

humidity. Neither seemed to faze Ridgway. His new chief of stuff, Max Taylor, who 

reported for duty on July 2, later described Ridgway as: "Very impressive, very 

intense. He was highly ambitious, determined to be a great general, go aU the way to 

the top. It was mid-summer and hot as hell and yet he insisted on running from place 

to place on his daily rounds of inspection. What was worse, he expected me to run 

with him! He'd drop in on a unit on foot, then take oft for the next unit on foot. And 

here was his new chief of staff, trailing behind, puffing away. After one of these 

visits, I heard that junior officer said 'My God! I saw the chief of staff chas ing the 

Old Man around the camp!"l 

In late July when the division was in its last days of the training schedule, 

McNair notified Ridgway that the division would be converted from a norma1 

infantry division to a "motorized " division and would move to Camp Atterbury, 

Indiana, for further training. Instead of slogging into the battle on foot, the division 

would ride in trucks, presumably in company with fast-moving armed forces. Not 

long afterward, hundreds of truck and vehicles began arriving at Camp Claiborne for 

the move. They were weU received. The designation "motorized" was new and 

exciting, a fitting distinction for this outfit, now virtually ready for combat. 
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The division had barely adjusted to his abrupt change in mission when 

Brigadier General Hoyd L. Parks, who had replaced Mark Clark as McNair's chief 

of staff in the Army Ground Force, arrived at Camp Claiborne. Parks came into 

Ridgway's office "wearing an air of mystery" and talking in whispers. The news he 

brought stood Ridgway on his ear. Marshall had decided to create two airborne 

divisions immediately and others later. The 82nd would be one of these and it would 

provide the bulk of the personnel to build a second, the 10181
• On July 30, the 

activation of those two airborne divisions was ordered by Army Ground Forces to be 

effective on August 15. 2 

Ridgway was torno On the one hand he was flattered that 82nd had been 

chosen for this special mission. His knowledge of airborne operations at that time 

was slight. But he did know that this new form of warfare was bold, swift, glamorous 

and elitist and it held great appeal. On the other hand, he was dismayed that after all 

his hard work to make it a high-spirited, cohesive fighting unit, his division was now 

to be ripped apart to provide the bulk of personnel for another division. Confronted 

with this new and wholly unexpected challenge, Ridgway first sought to learn all he 

could about the history, ongoing status and problems of airborne warfare. He soon 

discovered that there was very little to go on, that in fact, for all the glamorous 

publicity attending the parachutists, airborne warfare was still very much in its 

infancy, its potential still a large unknown. 

Profoundly impressed by the German operation at Crete, Marshall foresaw 

large-scale Allied paratrooper operation? General Lee wanted hefty divisions, almost 

as large as the normal infantry divisions, composed mostly of paratroops and 

equipped with the usual backup and support troops and "organic" transportation, 

such as trucks. But Army Ground Force commanding General McNair disagreed. 

From the outset, his mind was set on a small division of about eighty-three hundred 

men, about half the number in a normal infantry division. As McNair saw it, such a 

division would have one parachute regiment of about two thousand men and two 

glider regiments about sixteen hundred men each, plus light artillery and supporting 

units.4 The parachutists would jump first and seize an airhead in to which the gliders 

would land. The paratroop regiment would be drawn from six already authorized, the 

glider regiments would be ordinary infantry. Since McNair had the final word, his 

views prevailed. 
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McN air himself picked the 82nd Division to be the guinea pig division. His 

reasons for the choice were several. It was a problem-free division nearing the end of 

its training cyde. Ridgway was intelligent, dynamic and flexible-in many ways the 

ideal senior officer to help carry out the experiment. The division was conveniently 

situated: ne ar the paratrooper school at Fort Benning and not too far from Fort Bragg, 

where the Air Force had established an embryonic Troop Carrier Command. 

The other Army division picked to go airborne was the 101st Infantry 

Division, whose lineage was far less impressive than the AlI-American's. When the 

Great War ended in November of 1918, this division had been partially organized, 

and therefore did not get chance to participate in the fighting in France. At the time 

of McNair's decision to have it go airborne, the 101s1 Infantry Division was on roll s 

of Army but had not as yet been recalled to active duty. The pIan was to take certain 

key officers and units from the already-activated 82nd Division and to make them the 

nudeus of the new 101s1 Airborne Division.5 

The matter of who was to command the soon-to-be-activated 101 st Airborne 

Division was still up in the air when General Lee received a telephone call at Fort 

Bragg from General McNair informing him that he had been chosen for the 

assignment.6 Lee was both thrilled and honored by the news. Certainly, no other 

officer in the U.S. Army was more deserving of this new command assignment. 

From the rough delivery of the Parachute Test Platoon in June of 1940 to the smooth 

birth of twin airborne divisions in August 1942, Lee had been there as the main 

driving force behind the American airborne effort. 

THE SPLIT OF THE 82ND DIVISION 

For many days, the fu ture status of the 82nd Division was a dosely held 

secret, known only to a handful of senior staff. The reaction of those in the now was, 

at first, almost negative. The doubts and questions were numerous. First, there was 

vast unease about airborne operations. To many jumping out of an airplane into 

enemy territory seemed the high of madness, perhaps even suicidal. Going in by 

flimsy glider might be even worse, if that were possible. Second, many believed, as 

Ridgway had, that it was shortsighted an unwise to break up so fine a division at the 

peak of its training. Moreover, the breakup posed painful choice: who would go to 

36 



the 101 sr, who would stay with the 82nd? Third, it seemed to many unfair, or worse 

to simple consign the division's infantry units to glider duty at regular pay (Parachute 

officers received 100 USD per month extra pay, enlisted men SO USD per month).l 

Should not the men be given the right to volunteer? Should they not received 

hazardous-duty and flight pay like paratroopers? Fourth, many believed integrating 

an elitist parachute regiment into the division would cause grave problems. Was it 

possible, or would it result in an unbridgeable rift? 

If Ridgway had deep inner doubts, he concealed them well. Outwardly he was 

entirely positive. He professed to be honored that the 82nd Division had been selected 

for this bold new experimental role. The division had been chosen, because it was 

"the best" of the divisions then in tra in ing. The 82nd Division would not disappointed 

McNair or Marshall. Every man mu st put his doubts aside and do his utmost to make 

the experiment a success. He soon met, in utmost secrecy, with Bill Lee to divide up 

the division. By the time they got together, McNair had settled the general-officer 

assignments-Miley, Pratt, Swing, McAuliffe-but beyond that, everybody else was up 

for grabs.2 They decided first that each man would keep his own chief of staff and his 

principal assistants. That meant that Max Taylor, Doc Eaton, Lynch, Boyd, 

Wienecke, Moorman and others would stay with the 82nd Division.3 Lee kept his 

newly appointed chief of staff, an early paratrooper volunteer, Charles L. "Bull" 

Keerans, Jr., and the senior staff he was assembling. The literally tossed a coin for all 

the rest. Ridgway explained: "Usually in a situation such as this, when you are 

ordered to furnish a cadre, you pick all your goof-offs and screwball and send them 

along to the new command. I wouldn't even consider doing this to my old friend Bill 

Lee. So I proposed that we take all the ranks and skills in the division and divide 

them into as nearly two equal halve s as we could. Then we' d flip a coin, and the man 

who won could pick the half he wanted. Bill said nothing could be fairer and we did 

it that way." 4 

McNair had decreed that each of the airborne division would be composed of 

one parachute infantry regiment drawn from the six already in being and two glider 

regiments( of only two battalions instead of three), created form units of the 82nd 

Division. He assigned the S04th Parachute Infantry Regiment, commanded by 

Theodore L. (Ted) Dunn, to Ridgway, the S02nd
, commanded by George P. Howell, 

Jr., to Lee. In the ensuing coin toss, Ridgway was lucky. He won the two best glider 

regiments in the 82nd Division: Easley's 32Sth and Cutler's 326th
• Lee won George 
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Wear's 32ih Glider 1nfantry Regiment, together with a battalion each from the 32Sth 

and 326th to cadre a new 101 st glider regiment, the 401 st, commanded by Joseph H. 

"Bud" Harper.5 

Soon after the split-up had been settled, Ridgway laid plans to visit Benning. 

He had two reasons: first, to take a close look at Ted Dunn's S04th Regiment, which 

was based there and would be coming to the 82nd Division and, secondly, to make a 

parachute jump. Ridgway told his new ADC, Bud Miley, that if anybody in the 

division was going have to jump, ,,1 wanted to be the first to do it.,,6 Many from the 

staff bravely volunteered to go with Ridgway and make a jump, but Ridgway turned 

down most of these requests by saying: "It had already been decided that the division 

staff would go into combat by glider. The parachute jump was therefore an 

unnecessary risk.,,7 But he approved jumps for Joe Swing, Max Taylor, Bud Miley, 

Bill Moorman and few others. 

The decision to make this parachute jump must have been a hard one for 

Ridgway. His marvelous physique had a hidden flaw: a trick back. He attributed it to 

a severe injury from West Point days. While jumping a horse over hurdles, riding 

bareback with his eyes closed, as instructed, he had fallen off and landed on the base 

of a hurdle. Soon, and for a long time thereafter, he had had a blinding pain in his 

back. 

At Benning, Ted Dunn met the distinguished delegation of generals with 

proper military courtesy. He then turned them over to the commander of his 1st 

Battalion, Warren R. Williams who would serve as "jumpmaster." Williams gaye the 

group about a half hour of basic instruction and demonstration: a few minutes work 

in a suspended parachute harness, a few jumps from a raised platform to simulate the 

shock of hitting the ground, a few practice exits from the door of the C-47 and 

rudimentary briefing on how to maneuver the parachute with the risers, collapse it on 

the ground and shuck the harness. Ridgway recalled that as he got deeper into the 

venture he had began to get a litt1e nervous. He latter wrote: "It occurred to me that 

this was an idiotic enterprise that might well get me a broken leg, or worse, and that I 

was a damned fool to be such an eager beaver, breaking the first rule of an old 

soldier which is never to volunteer for anything."g He decided there was no need for 

his aide, Don Faith, to risk a jump, but Faith succeeded, finally, in changing 

Ridgway's mind. 
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The party divided for the jump: the generals and Faith in first "stick," the 

colonels and lower ranks in the second. Vnder Warren's supervision, the generals 

boarded the C-47 and to ok off. The old hand, Bud Miley, back in his element, 

volunteered to be the "windy dummy": he would jump alone on the first pass over 

the Drop Zone. If he missed the Drop Zone, the pilot would make corrections for the 

wind drift for the next pass. As the plane approached the Drop Zone, a field in 

Alabama, Miley hooked his static line to the overhead cable and stood in the open 

door, waiting. When the pilot turned on green light and rang a shrill bell, Miley 

leaped out, the static line trailing. His chute canopy popped open and -as Ridgway 

watched in fascination at the open door- Miley descended gracefully straight into a 

patch of tall pine trees. To Ridgway, it seemed as a disaster. 

Ridgway was next up. Pilot swung around and reapproached the Drop Zone, 

correcting for the wind that had put Miley in the trees. Ridgway stood in the open 

door, watching the landscape below. When the static line ripped the chute open, he 

recalled: "It was like the blow of a dub across the shoulders. There followed a 

wonderful silence.,,9 But not for a long time, the ground rushed up at alarming speed. 

In the rush, Ridgway forgot everything he'd been told. He hit the ground, going 

backward, with tooth-rattling crash. The landing impact, he judged, "was about like 

jumping off the top of a freight car traveling at thirty-five miles an hour onto a hard 

day roadbed."lO It was a rough and fast backward landing. 

The next stick followed in time, with another jumpmaster, Julian J. Ewell, 

then Assistant Commandant of the Parachute School. Taylor jumped first, Bill 

Moorman second. Moorman recalled:"They threw us out of the plane like bales of 

hay. They stood me in the door. I was frozen .,. scared. A sergeant shouted, 'Go!' 

Then he hit me a terrific whack behind my knees. I shout four feet straight into the 

air ... ,,11 In Ewelľs recollection:"Taylor took a very compressed course and I wanted 

to be sure that his first jump passed without incident. So I went along and jumped 

right after him. I was watching him as he landed and brisk breeze snatched him up in 

the air and he hit with terrible crash, head first I think. I landed nearby and ran over 

to pick up the pieces but he bounced up apparently unhurt. He was always in good 

physical condition which helps.,,12 Later, when he was asked his reaction to 

parachuting, Taylor said: "When I was sober I never volunteered for paratroopers! 

But I felt very lucky to have been ordered into it.,,13 
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While the party was at Benning, Ted Dunn was in constant attendance, but he 

did not jumped with either group. Moorman remembered: "Mter the jump, Dunn 

took Taylor and me to the Officer's dub for the traditional post-jump celebratory 

drink. Taylor was carefully sizing up Dunn. After we finished the drinks, Dunn 

appeared eager for another-a little too eager. It was only eleven o'clock in the 

morning and when Dunn asked Taylor if he wanted another drink, Taylor almost bit 

his head off.,,14 

During the visit, Dunn staged an airborne demonstration, a fairly large scale 

jump. Mter his men had reached the ground in an impressively executed display of 

acrobatics, Dunn said, according to Moorman, "Well, thaťs it." Taylor turned on 

Dunn angrily. "What do you mean, that's it? They haven't done anything.,,15 Later 

Moorman explained: "Taylor meant they hadn't made any tactical maneuvers on the 

ground, no military achievement, merely the jump itself. There was this definite 

feeling that the job ended with the jump. They made the jump, they were all heroes 

and they went home,,16 Taylor later summed it up: "Everyone was too jump-happy. 

There was too little emphasis of infantry tactics.,,17 

The first impressions were later officially and painfully verified. When 

McNair's Army Ground Forces staff subsequently conducted an important inspection 

of the 504th Regiment, two of the three battalions failed the test and the third would 

probably have failed had not Charles W. Kouns, taken temporary command of the 

inspection. The failing battalion commanders had to be initiated. There was one 

exceptionally impressive young officer in the 504th ,s upper command. He was the 

executive officer, a former West Point classmate of Moorman's, Reuben Henry 

Tucker III. 

The 82nd Division completed its seventeen-week basic training program in 

early August. Coincidentally, Ridgway received his promotion to major general at 

about that same time, on August 6. He wore his hard-earned two stars proudly. An 

aid commented: "He sewed those two starts on the forward left side of his overseas 

cap. Ordinarily you had the peak of the cap pointing forward. But Ridgway slightly 

skewed the cap to the right so that the peak jutted off to one side and the two stars 

were pointing forward and highly visible.,,18 This display of stars forward would 

become commonplace on steel helmets in the combat zone, but to wear them so on 

an overseas cap was most unusual. Another officer was struck by the way: "The stars 

came straight at you, right over those piercing eyes, which had the look of a great 

40 



predatory bird, a golden eagle. On anyone less formidable than Ridgway the 

forward-facing stars would have looked ridiculous. But on him they looked just 

right." 19 

One other minor affectation which the men began to notice at this time was 

Ridgway's somewhat unorthodox salute. An officer in the 3251
\ Wayne Pierce, 

described it: "The Ridgway salute was done with the hand slightly cupped and bent 

at wrist, upper arm and elbow held high, somewhat as though you were shading your 

right eye. I know of no other general officer who had such a distinctive salute and 

no ne so widely imitated by subordinates!,,20 

The division was scheduled for a dramatic full-dress review, a parade for 

visiting brass, on August 15. Ridgway decided he would utilize the occasion to 

formally announce the news that the division was to be split up to form two airborne 

divisions .He spoke from raised platform, his wards broadcasted over a P.A. system: 

"Tomorrow our destinies divide. That which was one division becomes two. That 

which was one team must be rebuilt into twO.,,21 The news was profoundly shocking. 

First, the division would be split in two; second, that its various parts would be used 

to create two airborne divisions. 

One witness said: "There were sixteen thousand men standing there and you 

could have heard a pin drop. And when Ridgway explained that four glider regiments 

would be formed from the ranks of the regular infantry, I saw a lot of faces go 

white.,,22 One source described the aftershock: The next morning we had 4 500 men 

A WOL. Ridgway called me in. 

He said, "What in the world made them do that?" I said, "You scared the 

pants off' em." He couldn't understand why everyone wasn't as fired up as he was. 

He couldn't see that they didn't want to go to the 100st. Above all, they didn't want 

to be gliderists! I knew how they felt. I wasn't happy either. I'm not that brave. I told 

him not to worry, they'd be back in three or four days, except the ones who'd have 

deserted anyway. And they did come back.',23 

Following the airborne pIan, the 82nd Motorized Division based at sun-baked 

Camp Claiborne, Louisiana, was split in half on that day, 15 August 1942, and 

became the 82nd "All-American" Airborne division under the command of Brigadier 

General Matthew B. Ridgway at Fort Bragg, North Carolina, and 101s1 "Screaming 

Eagles" Airborne Division under the command of Brigadier General William "Bill" 

C. Lee at Camp Claiborne, Louisiana.24 Both divisions were activated under Third 
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Army. The pIan initially was to have them assigned to the Airbome Command for 

airbome training only, but General McNair felt that this division in training 

responsibility would lead to confusion and unsatisfactory results. Consequently they 

were placed under the Airbome Command for both basic and airbome training, and 

were attached to the Second Army for administration and supply?S 

So were bom the United States Airbome divisions which were to lead the 

American Army into North-Westem Europe. Their parachute infantry regiments 

were already in being now began the job of raising the glider regiments for each 

division, together with their artillery, engineer, signal and service component 

THE WACO GLIDER 

While the Germans were acquiring a notable proficiency in the construction 

and use of the glider as military instrument, American gliding enthusiasts found litt1e 

encouragement in official circles. Neither in the War Department in general nor in 

the Air Corps was there any appreciable sympathy for the ardor of the "glider 

people," nor, for the matter, was there any real appreciation of the military value of 

gliders among the civilian devotees of soaring. 

By 1930 gliding was still primarily a sport, and when a glider enthusiast 

invited the Air Corps to participate in a national glider meet at Elmira, N.Y., the 

Assistant Secretary of War replied that, there exists no appropriation whereby an 

officer on the active list could be dispatched to a duty as you mention. The following 

year the Secretary of War said: "It is considered that the military value of glider 

flying is negligible, and that the expenditure of time and funds required to teach the 

art is not wananted."l 

As late as 1938 the War Department was not convinced that the glider had 

any real value as a military weapon. Hany Malcolm, of Lombard, Illinois, suggested 

in August 1938 that gliders might be utilized to cany bombs or troops, or they might 

be built as aerial torpedoes. Military officials dismissed the idea by pointing out that 

an equivalent load could be canied more effectively by the towing plane. Malcolm 

was informed that "the plane of your suggested method of towing gliders as practical 

weapons is not sufficient military value to warrant further consideration and 

development. ,,2 
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ln 1940 U.S. Military Intelligence of the War Department General Staff 

quoted reliable evidence indicating that the Germans had used gliders in capture of 

Fort Eben Emael in Belgium, that glider practice was being carried out on many 

German aerodromes, and that the Germans had already bui1t gliders in some numbers 

and were prepared to use them for troop and possibly tank transport. The United 

States Military Attaché at Bern reported that glider trials were carried out at 

Brunswick and Naunheim in March and April 1941, and related that General 

Kitzinger (probably a cover name) told Swiss Staff Officers that the German General 

Staff attached much importance to the trials of transportation of troops by glider? 

Twelve days after submission of the report from Bern, thousands of glider-borne 

German troops began the spectacular invasion of Crete. Here was the final proof that 

gliding was more than a Sunday pastime. 

As the evidence on German use of military gliders accumulated, the U.S. 

Army Air Force (AAF) began to develop a positive glider policy. On 25th February 

1941 general Henry H. "Hap" Arnold, Chief of the A.AF., decided that: "In view of 

certain information received from abroad a study should be initiated on developing a 

glider that could be towed by aircraft.,,4 He directed that the study be completed by 

Apríl 1. On March 8, 1941, Air Force technical officials sent preliminary engineering 

requirements for 15-place gliders to eleven companies, and by May they ordered 

experimental models of 2-place training gliders, and static- and flight-test models of 

8 and 15-place transport gliders.5 The stage was now set for a program that was soon 

to blossom into a monumental effort. 

General Arnold firmly believed that a civilian expert knew more on a given 

subject than any military man. If gliders were the wave of the future, he wanted a 

civilian in his office to advice him on how to recruit and train glider pilots and on 

what sort of gliders to buy. He remembered that in 1934 he had taken his one ríde in 

a glider at a small airfield near Philadelphia. The pilot had been a young man named 

Lewin B. Barringer, who was well known in gliding circles and had been the first 

general manager for the United Sates Soaring Society. In the summer of 1941 

General Arnold summoned the thirty-five-year-old Barringer to Washington to run 

the entire glider program; the job carried the rank of Major. He was appointed as co

ordinator of the glider program in October 1941. Barringer served to Arnold until his 

death in J anuary 1943. 
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On January 24, 1943 Major Barringer to ok oft from Puerto Rico in a C-47 

"Dakota" en route to North Africa, where he was to coordinate glider activities in the 

upcoming airborne invasion of Sicily.6 His plane disappeared in a cold front in which 

severe turbulence had been reported. No trace of it was ever found. A1though his was 

largely an advisory job until his death, Barringer played a vital part in the glider 

program. In reviewing the role of the glider program after Barringer' s death, general 

Arnold decided to give it the staft prestige it needed by establishing an officer of 

"Special Assistant of the Glider Program." It carried the same power as several 

assistant chiefs of air staft in matters relating purely to the glider program. To replace 

Barringer as his civilian adviser for gliders, General Arnold chose Barringer's clo se 

friend, the socially prominent Richard C. DuPont who was appointed to this position 

a day later.7 

Richard DuPont was a soaring enthusiast, an important reason for the 

appointment and also internationally known glider pilot who at that time held several 

distances and altitude records. Richard DuPont was eminently qualified to advise the 

commanding general on glider pilot training and design. Arnold hoped through the 

association to bring the enormous DuPont enterprises into active support of the glider 

program, as a way to draw industrial backing. Within five months Richard was killed 

in a glider crash. 

On September 11, 1943, Richard DuPont went out to participate in the first 

test flights of the XCG-16 glider in the low-tow position below the B-24's 

slipstream. While the bomber and glider, in the high-tow position, were at 4,000 feet, 

the glider started its descent through the slipstream. A sharp jerk on the towrope 

shifted the sandbags which were being used as ballast to the rear of the glider. With 

the flying wing oscillating badly and uncontrollably, the pilot released the towrope 

only to find himself in a flat spin. He gaye the order to jump and, although two of the 

men bailed out successfully, by the time DuPont leaped, the glider was apparently 

too low for his parachute to fill. He, the pilot, the copilot, and one other soldier were 

killed. To replace him as civilian assistant for the gliders, General Arnold appointed 

DuPonťs brother, Major A. Felix DuPont, Jr., who was then serving in the transport 

Command in Washington.8 

Arnold's attitude towards the glider program, and his relationship with 

Barringer, are indicated in the following comments made by General Frederick P. 

Dent, Jr., then a colonel in charge of the glider development at the Aircraft 
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Laboratory at Wright Field, Dayton, Ohio. General Dent made these comments in an 

interview with James E. Mrazek held at his residence near Eglin Air Force Base, 

Florida, in January 1969: "I would like to talk a little bit about a part of the program 

that is a little touchy. I think General Arnold was one of the finest leaders we ever 

had. He was dynamic, and he certainly did one hell of good job during the war, not 

only to produce airplanes and gliders but also to fulfill the military requirements of 

two different theatres. There was certainly an awfullot of pressure on him to go one 

way or the other. General Arnold did, however, have one very serious weakness. He 

did not understand engineering, and he did not understand Wright Field, a1though he 

commanded it at one time. As a result, anything concerned with development and 

production was burden to him, and he was not interested in it. As a matter of fact 

from about 1938 to 1943, a period of five years, I think the records show that 

General Arnold visited Wright Field only once. The only time he saw a glider was 

when it was a completed product. General Arnold had another weakness, which was 

that any civilian knew more than anyone in uniformo This attitude was reflected not 

only in the progress of the glider program but also in different parts of the Pentagon 

itself. As an example, at about this time we realized that we had to set up an office in 

Washington as a central place for co-ordinating the glider program. In addition to 

production and development of gliders, there was also a very active glider training 

program in progress. My office had stepped out of the training business at the 

conclusion of the training of the first class of pilots. General Arnold picked a chap by 

the name of Lou Barringer, a real fine individual and one of the nicest people I ever 

met, to head the Washington office. Lou Barringer had spent quite a bit of time as a 

soaring pilot, but he knew absolutely nothing about the military. He did not speak the 

language, he had no idea what the military requirements were, and in heading the 

office he really did not give us much help. As a matter of fact, he got interested in 

several other developments, and these other interests hampered our program. Lou 

Barringer was ordered overseas to take a look again at what the British were do ing 

when he was killed. General Arnold then had to look around for someone to take his 

place, and he found Richard DuPont, again a very fine man who had had several 

successes in international flying meets. Again he knew nothing about military 

requirements and did not speak our language!" 9 

The effort of experimenting with and developing tactical gliders taxed the 

ingenuity of the engineers of the Air Force's Experimental Engineering Section at 
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Wright Field and those in civilian industry. In the absence of previous American 

experience with transport gliders, originality and design ski1l became essential in the 

glider program. Of the eleven companies to whom preliminary engineering 

requirements went out in March, only the Frankfort Sailplane Company, the Waco 

Aircraft Company, Bowlus Sailplanes, Inc., and the St Louis Aircraft Corporation 

sent favorable replies. lO The other firms said that they had previous manufacturing 

commitments, which they did not prefer to alert, or that the proposed glider was too 

large for their facilities. 

Thus, early in its development work, the Materiel Command at Wright Field, 

which was saddled with the job of procuring the gliders, ran into one of the major 

obstacles of the entire program. This was the inexperience and limited capacity of 

manufacture gliders. Most of the established aircraft companies in the United States 

were expanding to produce urgently needed fighters and bombers for the European 

war. The Air Corps regarded the need for powered aircraft as paramount, and 

instructed the Material Command to place glider orders with companies not already 

engaged in the manufacture of powered combat aeroplanes. This policy severely 

hampered the glider effort. 

Anxiously to begin work at once with available facilities, Wright Field 

officials negotiated at once with the four companies interested in the preliminary 

proposals. It finally placed an order with the Frankfort Sailplane Company, on May 

7, 1941, for XCG-1 and XCG-2 (X for experimental, C for cargo, G for glider) 

experimental transport gliders. ll Unfortunately Frankfort's first glider did not meet 

specifications or pass structural tests. At that time Frankfort were achieving 

recognition for the construction of the Frankfort utility gliders for the A.A.F.'s 

glider-pilot tra in ing program, and gaye evidence of being better suited for producing 

training gliders than for developing and manufacturing transport gliders. Since this 

was the situation, the Air force felt it better to cancel the transport contract, and did 

so towards the end of the year. 

Another contract signed with the Waco Aircraft Company of Troy, Ohio, 

called for one static-test and one flight-test model of an 8-place XCG-3 glider, and 

one static-test and two flight-test models of a 15-place XCG-4 glider. Although 

Waco was a small company, it had been a pioneer in manufacturing commercial 

aircraft and was better prepared to handle a development contract than were most of 

the corporations to whom the Wright Field turned in the early days of the glider 
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program. Waco delivered the static-test model of the XCG-4 on April 28, 1942, and 

the first flight-test model arrived at Wright Field on May 14, 1942.12 In significant 

test conducted shortly afterwards the XCG-4 carrying fifteen passengers, flew 

successfully in tow from Wright Field, Ohio to Chanute Field, Illinois, and back-a 

distance of 220 air miles! Designed by the engineers at Waco and the Materiel 

Section at Wright Field along the same general line s as the XCG-3, the XCG-4 

differed primarily in size. It was bigger, had a gross weight of 6,800 pounds, and 

carried a 3,750-pounds load, substantially more than its own unloaded weight. 13 In 

this glider the Air force found the solution so the urgent need for a reliable, easily 

manufactured, durable combat craft. The glider enthusiasts had now established the 

basis for a production effort of remarkable proportions, achieved despite many 

problems and disappointments along the way. 

Before Waco was able to deliver the static-test XCG-4, the Air Force was 

forced to conclude that other contractors for experimental tactical gliders could 

probably not supply an acceptable 15-place glider. As a consequence, and in view of 

the urgent need for gliders, and the satisfaction with Waco's progress on the XCG-3 

and XCG-4, Wright Field gaye production contracts for the Waco gliders before 

other companies had completed theirs experimental models. In fact, before the first 

flyable XCG-4 was delivered on May 11, 1942 the need for CG-4As had become so 

pressing that Wright Field went ahead and contracted with eleven companies for total 

of 640 CG_AS.14 These contractors and those to be involved in the design and 

development of others models, brought in many subcontractors to provide wings, 

steel cable, steel tubing, and fitting, finally swelling the total to more than 115 

companies. These companies included the H. J. HeillZ Pickle Company, which 

manufactured wings, the Steinway Piano Company, which also produced wings, 

Anheuser-Busch, Inc., the Brunswicke-Balke-Collender Company, and a canoe 

manufacturer .15 

The Air Force continued to investigate many other glider models of 

comparable size to the CG-4A, to determined if they had more desirable 

characteristics. For various reasons, primarily the need to settle on one model and get 

it into mas s production, only one prototype was built of most other gliders, for it 

soon became clear the XCG-4A (the Waco) was the favored 15-place glider. During 

the next few months, contractors were plagued with conflicting directives about the 

production future of the combat glider. Although Air Force officials had reason to 
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complain about contractor performance, contractors could legitimately complain 

about the plague of conflicting directives issued by the Air Force. In March and April 

1943 the Wright Field Officials resolutely pressed Washington to get a firm decision 

on the models and quantities of gliders required. There was a note of desperation in 

the testimony of one Wright Field executive who, lamenting the absence of clearIy 

defined policy with regard to future glider procurement, summarized his view of the 

glider effort by observing, "This program started in confusion and will undoubtedly 

end that way".16 

General Arnold unsettled aH those involved by saying that the glider they 

were producing ... "was not buiIt to meet the purpose of which it was intended.,,17 In 

his opinion the CG-4A involved too much engineering, cost too much, and took too 

much time to build. It should be cheapened, and be good for only one flight. Further, 

he believed it should be made entirely from wood. General Lee feIt that the problem 

of shipping-space could be solved by resorting to British producers. He announced 

that British production in 1943 was 1,340 Horsa gliders, and in 1944 approximately 

1,400.18 Revised schedules showed that British production could be considerably in 

excess of requirements. They were therefore planning to curtail the production of 

gliders at two plants and transfer these to airplane construction. General Lee started 

as resuIt of several conferences with British authorities; an agreement had been 

arrived at. If the American government would immediately consider placing orders 

for gliders within the British Isles (with these two plants), then the British production 

of gliders would be held steadfast, and both men and equipment maintained until a 

decision could be arrived at about American requirements. A fuH discussion took 

place at this time about the number of gliders that might be required for American 

operations in the British Isles. The conference agreed that 600 should be ordered to 

be constructed in Britain during 1943, and additional 900 in 1944, the entire 1,500 to 

be delivered on or before July 1, 1944.19 This discussion proceeded to the point 

where it was decided that orders definitely would be placed, but they never were. 

From the 14th through the of April 17, a series of meetings took place in 

Washington to unscramble the mess. On April15, Brigadier General O.A. Anderson 

reported that War Department General Staff had no completed its requirements for 

gliders, but expected to have them ready soon. General Anderson expressed doubt 

that gliders could be used in a major operation, stating facetiously that "haste should 

be made slowly in the whole matter.,,20 In April 1943 General Meyers had submitted 

48 



data on the glider manufacturers to Lieutenant General William S. Knudsen, Director 

of War production, and requested Knudsen to come to a decision about marginal or 

high-coast contractors. General Knudsen recommended that the contract of 

Robertson and three other companies be cancelled. However, on May 1, the Vnder 

Secretary of War, Robert P. Patterson, notified General Meyers that he believed it 

would be cheaper to continue all CG-4A contractors than to cancel those of the poor 

producers. The A.A.F. allowed Robertson to continue the production of CG-4As, and 

by August the company had delivered sixty-three gliders. 21 

A major tragedy fina1ly drew public attention to the glider program and broke 

the spell of apathy surrounding it. On August 1, 1943 the 65th CG-4A manufactured 

by Robertson Corporation of St. Louis, Missouri, carried on a demonstration flight 

the corporation president, mayor Charles L. Cunningham, other executives of St 

Louis, and military officials?2 High over the field a wing suddenly disintegrated, and 

the glider plummeted on the earth, killing aH its passengers. The A.A.F. rushed 

investigators to the scene of the crash. The complex system of subcontracting, 

involving several stages of sub-assembly at various factories, and a complicated flow 

of materials from contractors to subcontractors and back, ma de the problem of 

establishing responsibility for the tragedy exceedingly difficult. The investigation 

finally revealed that an over-machined, weakened inner-wing fitting (manufactured, 

ironically, by the Gardner Metal Production Company in St Louis, former 

manufacturers of caskets) had snapped. The investigation board reported that 

inspection personnel at Robertsons were inexperienced, and had inadequate 

inspection equipment. Furthermore, the Air Force Inspector General, Colonel L. M. 

Johnson, reported that his investigation of the Robertson crash left him "firmly 

convinced that the conditions which were in existence at St Louis prior to his 

accident are prevalent through the country. There is little that the Material Command 

can do to correct conditions." Poor workmanship, improper methods of manufacture, 

and general inefficiency of contractors at the plants, were all unfortunate aspects of 

the glider program. 

On March 15, 1942 five representatives of the Ford Motor Company 

conferred with representatives of the Air Force Aircraft Laboratory to discuss the 

possibility of Ford's participation. Subsequent negotiations resulted in the award of a 

contract, approved on June 30, 1942, for 1,000 CG-4As.23 ln view of the resources, 

facilities, and experience of the Ford Motor Company, it is interesting to note that 
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Ford delivered only six gliders by February 1943. While this accomplishment was 

not by any means unsatisfactory for a company that had not been into the program 

until some three months after the majority of companies had been given contracts, 

nonetheless in indicates that the problems of getting into full production were not 

resolved in a matter of a few weeks. In fact, serious delays in beginning production 

were common to aU the glider manufacturers with the exception of Cessna, and 

Cessna received extensive government aid not given to other contractors. The 

experience of the Ford Company, viewed in relation to the performance of other 

contractors, suggests that the agencies responsible for glider procurement should 

have allow for at least six months period between the award of a contract and the 

start of quantity production. Without weU-organized program for preparing tools and 

equipment, and ready access to materials, this preparatory organization period should 

have been longer. 

In Ford's performance demonstrated the need for an unavoidable six months 

to prepare for production, it also soon proved the advantage of placing orders with 

experienced, financially sound concerns that were familiar with quantity production. 

The Ford glider plant at Iron Mountain, Michigan, produced more than twice as 

many gliders as many other company in the years 1942, 1943, and 1944. It is true, of 

course, that Ford was not handicapped by contacting work on experimental glider 

projects. Initially delays in on way detracted from his contractor's contribution to the 

glider program, which was sizeable from the standpoint of numbers manufactured. 

The development of tactical gliders was one of the most difficult tas ks under 

by the Air Force. Working with the few precedents to guide them, and handicapped 

by provisions that excluded the large aircraft companies from participating, Air 

Force engineers were nonetheless asked to develop acceptable glider in the shortest 

possible time. Key leaders vacillated to such an extent in advancing the program that 

they plainly lacked a good understanding of the potential of the glider. Or, having 

this understanding, either they were still uncertain of the glider's potential, or lacked 

the courage and strength to push the program. It probably survived mostly through 

the conviction and dedication of few subordinates in the Air Force, saddled with the 

working-Ievel responsibility, whose foresight gaye them a basis for continuing 

despite the obstacles. 

Meanwhile, defective gliders were coming off the line, to be flown by glider

pilots and ridden in by troops, aU blissfully unaware of the danger inherent in the 
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defeetive pro duet they were using, in training and eombat mission already 

supereharged with peril. And so it was that the Waeo CG-4A glider was quiekly 

aeeepted as the eombat glider of the United States Army. 

THE GLIDER PILOTS TRAINING 

ln June 1941, at the Elmira Gliding Area Soaring Corporation, Harris Hill, 

Elmira, New York, and the Lewis Sehool of Aeronauties, Loekport, Illinois, the first 

experimental training of Air Corps offieers in glider piloting took plaee.1 The 

training was similar to the eourse these institutions had been given to their eivilian 

students. Initial instruetion was given in single-plaee Franklin Ut ility glider, towed 

by an automobile. The glider was towed aeross the filed at 50m.p.h. and the pilot 

required to keep it on tows permitted the pilot to fly an inereasing distance off the 

ground, and then, after releasing the tow-rope, the pilot eould praetiee approaehes 

and spot landings. 

Mter approximately eight hours, this instruction was shifted to 2-place 

Sehweizer sailplanes, continuing with winch, automobile, and airplane tows. When 

possible the students would slope soar or seek thermal aetivity to prolong his flight. 

Mter demonstrating proficieney, students flew these sailplanes solo from the cockpit. 

Eaeh student completed eight hours of dual tow-work, that is a tow in which a plane 

towed two gliders. The last part of the instruction program consisted of cross-country 

tow-flight. AH students made at least one cross-country flight, that terminated at an 

airport at least forty miles away. 

Early in July arrangements were made for second class of offieers to reeeive 

glider pilot training at Elmira. Arrangements at first indicated that ten offieers were 

to take this eourse, but it appears to have been given to twelve instruetors from the 

tra in ing centers that, it was contemplated, would later be used as instruetors or 

supervisors, upon the further expansion of the glider pilot training. The training, 

conducted in two classes of six students each, was eompleted on September 20, 

1941.2 

However in spite of the training aetivity up to this time, no definite doetrine 

had been formulated on the military employment of gliders, the unit s to be formed, 

the size of these units, and the number of men to be transported by the glider 
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echelon. It was therefore impossible for the Air Corps to determinate the overall 

number of glider pilots to be trained. Nonetheless, on August 21, 1941 the Chief of 

the Air Staff directed the Chief of the Air Corps to make the necessary plans for the 

instruction of 150 officer-pilots in glider f1ying. 3 

The 1,000-pilot program of December 20, 1941 called for the training of 

qualified airplane pilots only,4 preferably graduates of Air Corps f1ying schools. It 

was clear1y apparent at that time, but overlooked conveniently later, that a large 

amount of ski11 was believed necessary to pilot a glider. While the first of the 150 

officer-pilots hardly matriculated at Twenty-nine Palms Air Academy, Twenty-nine 

Palms, California, in March1942, which was selected as a major glider training 

center, General Arnold initiated a study to triple the pilot program. In order that this 

mammoth training effort could be put in operation as soon as possible, a directive 

dated April 11, 1942, over the signature of the Commanding General, Air Forces, 

ordered the Flying Training Command to tra in 4,200 glider-pilots by July 1, 1943; 

2,000 of them were to have graduated by January 1.5 On May 8, exactly thirty-eight 

days after the initiation of the 4,200 program, the Chief of Air Staff directed than 

3,000 pilots must be trained by September 1, and total of 6,000 by December 31, 

1942.6 An entire new program now ensued. During six weeks, trainers would now 

get thirty hours in cub aircraft, eight in 2-place gliders, and eight in 15-place glider, 

and qualifications were changed so that a trainee must be either a male command 

pilot training graduate, holder of Civil Aviation Administration (CAA), or former 

CAA pilot whose license had not been invalidated for more than two years, and must 

be between eighteen and thirty-five years of age. Eighteen gliding schools sprang 

into existence around the country, each geared to train 80 to 212 student pilots.7 Up 

to this time the glider-pilot training program may be said to have been in its first 

formative stage. 

The Army was fi1led with thousands of frustrated men who for one reason or 

another could not get into power-pilot training program. "I wanted to f1y-anything" 

was the reason most often given by the volunteers for the Glider Corps. Too old for 

crew training, or unable to pass the strict medical tests, they responded 

enthusiastically to the new program that promised not only a chance to get back into 

air but the appeal of adventure. There were some who were attracted by the f1ight 

pay, which was relatively high, and the possibi1ity of quick promotion. There were 

those who wanted to get out of the infantry, the coast artillery, or dozen other ground 

52 



outfits. There were those who liked the glamour of the Air Corps and the chance for 

a flight officer's commission. Many of the volunteers were "washed-out" cadets 

from the power-pilot training schools who refused to accept the idea that they were 

not good enough to fly and welcomed the chance to prove that the "washout" boards 

had been wrong. There were men who were licensed pilots in civilian life and were 

now trapped behind desko There were a few with civilian glider experience, one of 

whom had even bui1t and flown own his glider. 

Letters were sent to holders of private pilots' licenses asking them to 

volunteer, and many men heard the call attractively presented on the radio. Jack 

Dunn was still a civilian in Westport, Connecticut, when he applied: "I wanted to fly. 

I was thirty- five years oldo There were no other options."s At much later date most 

of the glider pilots would probably have agreed with Peter Franzak of Pittsburgh, 

Pennsylvania, when ascribed his volunteering to "a temporary loss of sanity!,,9 There 

were others who would identify with Private Colin Beeson's fervent desire "to get 

out of Texas!"lO Beeson was not the only soldier who found being stationed in the 

Lone Star State a particular1y painful form of foreign service. 

The first stage of training for the glider pilot candidates was assignment to an 

elementary flying school, most of which were civilian-run under contract to the 

Army Air Corps. Here the future glider guides got their first taste of flight at the 

controls of Piper Cub or similar light aircraft. After being taught the basic of aircraft 

control, they would take the plane up to several thousands feet over the airfield, turn 

off the engine, and glide in "dead stick" (without power). At a time when were only 

handful of gliders and no experienced tow pilots; this was the closest simulation to 

the glider flight that could be taught. At fields from Grand Forks, North Dakota, to 

Plainview, Texas, the air was soon filled with hundreds of quite planes slipping 

silently downward as the students sharpened their skills in motor-1ess flying. 

At the same time an attempt was made to instill some semblance of military 

discipline and bearing into the future flight officers. When flying for the day was 

over, they would be marched back and forth across the parade ground being taught 

the fundamentals of military drill. At the end of the day the retreat ceremony was 

held. The officer in Charge, Eric "Case" Rafter remembered, "quite foolishly called 

for a volunteer to play the bugle and a glider pilot raised his hand. We stood at 

attention saluting the flag as it slowly came down, while horrible sounds emitted 
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from the bugle. That fellow had never played bugle before. He just made noises with 

it." 11 

Every elite group such as the paratroopers inevitably develops a tradition 

which helps to bind the men together, give them pride in their organization, and 

provide stamina when they go into battle. The glider pilots were no different, 

although their traditions horrified the military officers who commanded the training 

bases. Winston Churchill once said, "lf you are going to kill a man, there is no harm 

in being polite.,,12 The glider pilots paraphrased it, "lf you are going to be killed, 

there's no point to being polite or disciplined or sober.,,13 Few of them had heard of 

Eben Emael or Crete and no one had a cle ar idea of just what glider combat would be 

like, but they knew that it would be rough, tough, and dangerous. They set out to 

prepare themselves for the coming test- in their own way. 

In the meantime, they had little use for the conventional military virtues and 

the rigidity of military life. They fostered a disdain for saluting that drove their 

commanders wild and nonchalance for rules that kept company court-martials busy 

assessing fines and confinement to quarters. What they cherished in themselves and 

in their comrades was a love of flying, a skill in the air, and devil-may-care attitude 

toward everything else. It was in the emerging glider pilot tradition that one of them 

stole a locomotive that just happened to be sitting idle nearby; he drove it twenty-five 

miles across the California desert, finally got it turned around, and brought it back to 

the starting point. There he abandoned it and fled on foot, pursued by the state police. 

His comrades hid him until he furor died down. 

To sharpen judgment in landing in a small area, a fence of fifty-foot-high 

bamboo poles would be erected ne ar one end of a field. The glider pilot trainee was 

supposed to bring his light plane dead stick down over the poles in a semi-stall, land, 

and roll to a stop within a hundred yards. One trainee badly misjudged the approach 

and, seeing that he was about hit the poles, stuck his head out the side window and 

triumphantly shouted "Timber!" before plowing into the fence and scattering 

bamboo poles aU over the field. Since women and liquor are the natural prerequisites 

of the flier, the trainees felt that there was nothing wrong in going A WO L (absent 

without leave) after a long day's flying to sample both. 

Despite their nonchalance toward regulations, glider pilots quickly developed 

a professional competence and concern in the air. They were surprisingly careful in 

their flying, especiaUy since there were usually others on board for whose lives they 
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were responsible. They realized that, in addition to the ordinary risks in routine 

flying, there would be many more in combat, so that when they strapped themselves 

into the pilot' s seat they were alert to aH the dangers that existed. The game of 

"chicken," in which two aircraft approach each other head on to see which pilot first 

loses his nerve and turns away, was rigidly shunned; the only time it did happen the 

two pilots involved were killed. They were both West Pointers. 

Mter approximately forty hours of light-plane flying, the trainees transferred 

to elementary glider school. For most of them it was the first time they tasted the joys 

of soaring. One such a school was at Twenty-nine Palms, California, set on a large 

dry lake in the center of the Mojave Desert. Just off the field was a 300-foot ridge 

which caught the late afternoon wind and converted it to an updraft which acted as an 

"elevator" for the gliders. Mter being towed to an altitude of several thousand feet, 

the glider pilot could practice his maneuvers as he slowly floated down. Then, 

turning toward the ridge, he would find the "elevator" and climb back to three 

thousand feet before moving out over the desert to continue his practice. At fields 

like this, the trainees constantly practiced precision landing, using civilian 

soarplanes. There was a white line drawn near the center of the runway, and the 

glider pilots were expected to land with the nose-wheel directly on the line. Those 

who failed to do so had to pull theirs gliders up to the line by hand aimed the jeering 

of their more skillful comrades. 

By the summer of 1943 the Waco CG-4A glider was coming off the assembly 

line in large numbers. 14 Because of the urgent need for gliders for the invasion of 

France, now scheduled for May 1944, even the most inefficient manufacturers were 

permitted to keep their contracts and turn out gliders. Anyone with a woodworking 

or metal assembly facilities could get a piece of the pie that Washington was so 

freely offering: furniture manufacturers, piano companies, makers of pool tables and 

canoes, even a coffin manufacturers, aH turned out parts for the Waco glider. 

The first CG-4As were being delivered to the advanced tactical glider flying 

schools, where the future glider pilots were meeting them for the first time. It was a 

frightening sight. They were so big. The wings of each glider were almost eighty

four feet long, only eleven feet shorter than the C-47 that would tow it. The slab

sided fuselage stretched over forty-eight feet from the rounded Plexiglas-enclosed 

nose, in which the pilot and copilot sat, to the monstrous tail that stood more than 

twelve feet above the ground. The entire structure was covered with a gray-green 
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painted fabric: tail, wings, and welded steel-tube fuselage. It had been designed to 

carry thirteen armed infantrymen, or a jeep and five men, or two men and special 

WS-mm howitzer, and the useful payload was 3,750 pounds-one half of a British 

Horsa glider.15 

The nose of the Waco glider was hinged at the top to allow it to be raised for 

loading and unloading. The locking mechanism which kept it closed in flight was 

inadequate and frequently broken after a hard landing. Since all glider landings 

tended to be "controlled crashes," all too often a jeep or cannon would be propelled 

out of the front as the rear cable which secured it lifted nose and the two glider pilots 

strapped in their seats! To have this happen under enemy fire was an extremely 

unnerving experience. 

Flight instrumentation in the glider was minimal: an airspeed, vertical speed, 

and turn and bank indicator were thought sufficient for the pilot to keep this position 

behind the tow-plane and to land safely. There was also a magnetic compass, but as 

one glider pilot pointed out, "There was oni y one place we were going to navigate to 

by ourselves, and that was down.,,16 A slow airspeed on the approaching was vital in 

landing in small field. The pilots had an understandable tendency to dive at high 

speed when under fire, to try to get on the ground as quickly as possible. However, 

the angle of descent could be increased without excess airspeed by using the 

"spoilers," rectangular air brakes-one on each upper wing-which could be raised or 

lowered by a lever next to the pilot' s and copilot' s seats. 

Three overhead crank pulleys set trim tabs on the rudder, elevators, and 

ailerons to relieve the pressure on the control wheel and make flying on tow easier. 

The towrope was made of one-inch diameter nylon and was attached to the glider 

nose and the tug tail by massive metal fitting. In flight, the 300-foot ropes stretched 

by as much as forty-five feet like a giant rubber band.17 One of the glider pilot's 

worst fears-and it sometimes happened-was that the huge metal fitting would come 

loose from the town-plane and fly back at the glider at high speed. Unless the rope 

release lever was pulled quickly, the fitting would smash through the windshield, tear 

off wing, or break the main strut. Trying to dive under it would only allow it to loop 

over the fuselage and rip off the tail. 

Although parachutes were worn by the American and British glider pilots 

during training, it was a point of honor not to use them in combat, since the airborne 

troopers-the glider infantry did not have them. Besides, the only escape doors in a 
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Waco glider were in the back half of the fuselage, and no one wanted to try to run the 

gauntlet of dozen or more heavily armed soldiers whose only chances for survival 

was to keep the glider pilot at the controls. After the delicate soar-planes they had 

flown in the California desert, the Waco CG-4A looked ugly and mean to the glider 

pilots, but it was the beginning of a great love affair. Besides, like themselves, the 

glider was considered expendable. 

At Lubbock, Texas the transition course to military combat gliders consisted 

of approximately four hours of solo and dual flying, during the day and at night. The 

clumsy-Iooking Wacos turned out to be surprisingly easy to fly. In smooth air, if one 

was alert enough to stay out of the turbulent slipstream directly behind the town

plane, tows of several hours' duration could be flown with little strain. But if one 

unfortunately allowed the glider to sink into the slipstream, the violent vortices there 

would case the most heavily loaded glider to oscillate helpless at the end of the 

towrope like a tailless kite in a strong wind. Only with great difficulty could one 

climb back out to the slipstream or dive below it. In most cases there was so litt1e 

control that the only solution was to pull the towrope release, wave good-bye to the 

tow-plane, and start searching for an appropriate landing field. Although the CG-4A 

did not have the high glide ratio of the soar-plane and therefore the landing had to be 

accomplished quickly, all landings at the advance field were made on concrete 

runways or the grass strip on both sides of them. There were too few Waco gliders 

available to risk them in practicing landing at small unprepared fields. 

After receiving theirs silver wings with the "G" on the badge, which they 

always claimed stood for "guts", the new glider pilots were placed in holding pools 

at Louisville, Kentucky, and at Victorville, California, until the expansion of troop 

Carrier Command created a sufficient numbers of new C-47 groups to which they 

could be assigned.18 When they reached their new outfit, they started to learn the 

technique of cooperation between glider and tow-plane flying in formation. They 

practiced night flying using only the pale blue formation lights on the town-plane's 

wings to guide by, landing at night by the weak light of new flare pots. They quickly 

abandoned the high-speed, lOO-mile-an-hour "blitz" landing they had been taught at 

advance glider school. It was obvious that the enemy would not be kind enough to 

provide 5,OOO-foot concrete runways for them to land on, and it was a form of 

suicide to bring a CG-4A into a 400-foot-Iong field at night at such a high rate of 

speed. The new technique taught by a former stunt flier, Lieutenant Colonel Michael 
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C. "Mike" Murphy, was to bring the loaded glider in on its final approach at about 

seventy mile s an hour, to slip it (one wing low while holding the opposite rudder) to 

get over any tall trees at the downwind end of the filed, to get the wheels on the 

ground as quickly as possible,19 and then using brakes and nos ing the glider up on 

the skids, to stop as quickly as possible. If necessary, ground-Iooping by putting a 

wing into the ground was allowed if collision with trees or other obstacles seemed 

unavoidable. They learned how to put the fuselage between two trees, allowing the 

wings to take the force of the impact and to stop the fuselage without damage to 

passengers or cargo. In the pinewoods of North Carolina around Fort Bragg and 

Camp Mackall, they practiced incessantly to get ready for the battles that were ready 

ahead. 

The first Army organization designated as a glider infantry unit was the 88th 

Infantry Airborne Battalion. While at Fort Bragg in May 1942, the battalion was 

enlarged to 1,000 men and renamed the 88th Glider Infantry Regiment. Compared to 

the parachute regiments, which had 1,958 men organized into three battalions apiece, 

the glider regiments were smaller. Each had 1,605 men, organized into two 

battalions. Colonel Robert C. Alone assumed command of the 88th Glider Infantry 

Regiment, replacing Colonel Chapman, who had been promoted to become General 

Lee's executive officer in the Airborne Command?O During the summer of 1942 this 

regiment was given the mission of presenting air-Ianding training to several infantry 

divisions then forming in the United States. Special instructor groups called 

"Airborne Training Instructional Teams" were created and traveled from post to post, 

teaching about moving infantry units and their equipment by airplane. These teams 

made extensive use of the "Instructional Pamphlet for Airborne Operations", a 

comprehensive document written by Colonel James M. Gavin when he had been at 

the Airborne Commanďs G-3. Gavin's pamphlet became the "bible" for American 

airborne forces and was used extensively by staff officers during the war. 

When gliders finally became available from manufacturers toward end of 

October 1942, the 88th Glider Infantry Regiment hiked fifty-five miles in two days 

from Fort Bragg to a new Army Air Base near the cities of Laurinburg and Maxton, 

both of which are adjacent to the South Carolina border.21 There they began glider 

training in earnest, around mid-November. Mter completion of its initial training 

there, the regiment shipped out to Fort Mead, South Dakota, for advanced tactical 

training. Following a procedure established by the first parachute units, the regiment 
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left cadre of officers and noncoms at Laurinburg-Maxton Anny Air Base to form and 

train successive glider regiments. 

The Air Force called upon the Army for assistance in giving infantry training 

to glider pilots. Actually the action did not grow out of a desire to ensure that the 

glider-pilots would be able to play an effective role in ground combat after landing. 

Its more direct origin lay in the se arch for a solution to the rapidly deteriorating 

morale among idle glider-pilots who, having completed glider training, were 

awaiting assignment to advanced training schools. In December 1942, 2,754 such 

candidates were awaiting assignment to four schools in Texas and Arkansas, whose 

joint capacity was 600 students a month?2 This meant that, even if no more students 

completed basic training, some of those in the pool would have to wait as long as 

five months to pass that bottleneck. The director of glider training hoped that an 

active ground training program would alleviate the state of low morale and 

discontent, the natural consequence of such a stalemate. 

Willing to see what could be done, the Anny directed the Airborne Command 

to furnish the necessary instructors and to work out the details with the Flying 

Training Command. General Chapman sent Lieutenant Colonel M. A. Quinto, of the 

88th Glider Infantry Regiment, to the Flying Training Command headquarters to get 

further information.23 His report was that obstacles were practically insurmountable. 

The program would require an estimated thirty officers and 150 enlisted men as 

instructors, but worst of all, they would have no training aids with which to work: no 

ranges, bayonets or grenade courses, not even infantry weapons. The Airborne 

Command felt it could not do the job, that such a training in fact might well falI 

within the province of the Army Replacement and School Commands. Moreover, 

current doctrine did not contemplate the active employment of glider-pilots with 

airborne troops in tactical operations folIowing landing in hostile territory. 

Thus the situation stood. Many glider-pilots went overseas with the transport 

groups to which they were assigned having little or no knowledge of how to fire 

infantry weapons, and rudimentary knowledge, or none, about how to fight as 

infantryman. At some overseas stations there was time to correct this deficiency, and 

some commanders seeing a responsibility corrected it. On the whole the U.S. glider

pilots were deplorably deficient in the combat knowledge and training that would 

have enabled them to fight on the ground, and also to protect themselves adequately 

once a glider had landed. 
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THETROOPCARruERCOMMAND 

The initial experiments in parachuting and air-landing had been carried out 

through 1940 and 1941 with obsolete B-18 bombers and C-39 transport aircraft, but 

the U.S.A. had available in her civil airlines a very practical aircraft for Airborne 

operations, the Douglas C-47 Dakota. Designed in 1931, this twin-engine, low-wing 

monoplane, with a payload of 5-6,000 pounds or 18 parachutists, had a reasonable 

range, a slow landing speed and a rugged construction that enabled it to use small 

grass airfields. In the ear1y days of the war fifty-six of these aircraft were obtained 

from civil air1ines for the Army Air Corps and a massive production program was 

begun.1 

In April 1941, a few days after Army Ground Forces had initially set up the 

Airborne Command at Fort Benning, Georgia, the Army Air Force established its 

counterpart, Air Transport Command, at Stout Field, near Indianapolis, Indiana.2 The 

original name of this unit was subsequently changed, first to I Troop Carrier 

Command, then to Troop Carrier Command, a name it was to keep until end of the 

war. The Air Corps named Colonel Fred C. Borum to head up the Air Transport 

Command; his task was to train the pilots who would fly the airplanes and gliders 

used by the airborne troop. General Lee could not have been given a more willing 

and cooperative counterpart with which to work than Colonel Borum. It was Borum 

who took the initiative in getting their joint project off to a flying start by writing Lee 

a personalletter inviting him to come to Stout Field, "in order that we may sit down 

over a table with our sleeves rolled up and our cards spread out above the board, to 

determine the most practicable and expeditious manner in which we can weld our 

raw material into a smoothly running tool with which our country may carve our 

victory.,,3 Even though Borum was will ing to cooperate in the airborne effort, he was 

through no fault of his own, unable to meet many requirements placed up on him by 

the Airborne Command. When he opened the doors of his place of business at Stout 

Field, Borum did so with a grand total of fifty-six cargo planes and an over

ambitious promise from Washington that he would receive another 600 planes and 

2,000 gliders in the immediate future. 4 
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The original fifty-six C-47 were organized in four squadrons with airfields at 

Sedalina, Missouri; Ardmore, Oklahoma; Alliance, Nebraska and Laurinburg, North 

Carolina; and the two fields immediately supporting the Parachute School and the 

Airborne formations, Lawson Field at Fort Benning, Georgia and Pope Field at Fort 

Bragg, North Carolina.5 More aircraft were promised, but the supply of troop-carrier 

aircraft and crews was never to catch up with the availability of airborne troops. 

Serious and persistent obstacle to adequate airborne training was a chronic 

shortage of aircraft. The availability of transport aircraft throughout 1942-1943 and 

early 1944 can be described in no other terms than "too litt1e and too late." To this 

statement, many airborne commanders and thousands of enlisted men would 

undoubtedly add, "and with crews not sufficiency trained." When General Lee said 

that "the greatest training obstacle for the Airborne Command in April 1942 was lack 

of equipment,,,6 he was referring principaHy to such items as rifles, pistols, machine 

guns, mortals, helmets, and communication equipment. He reported that enough 

transport planes were available at that time for regular scheduled novice jumping at 

the Infantry School and for some small jumps. 

For training in airborne operations, Airborne Command needed at least one 

airplane every day, and it asked for up to 147 plane s for periods of three consecutive 

days. At least thirty-nine aircraft were required for routine training only, exclusive of 

any special missions, and in addition the troop carrier units needed another thirty

nine planes for their own combined training at Alliance, Nebraska.7 Trying to make 

the most of a difficult situation, the Airborne Command and Troop Carrier Command 

agreed upon a precise division of training time for both Fort Bragg and Fort Benning; 

airborne units were to have exclusive use of troop carrier aircraft from 0800 to 1200 

daily; aH airborne missions were to be consecutive, without waiting time, or even 

stopping of engines, between flights; any time the airborne missions were completed 

early, and always after 1200, aircraft were to revert automaticaHy to the troop carrier 

units for their own unit training.8 It was evident that some other arrangements would 

have to be made before any satisfactory joint maneuvers could be held. During the 

summer of 1942 a number of troop carriers groups departed for overseas stations 

without having participated in any program of joint training with airborne troops. 

It should be noted that the Commanding General of Army Ground Forces, Lt. 

General Lesley J. McNair, was not one to push extravagant request for aircraft. 

Always interested above aH in perfecting ground combat training, he believed that a 

61 



large share of the training of an airborne division could be accomplished with only 

one previous trip in a plane or glider. He believed that necessary training 

commitments could be met with a considerable reduction in the number of planes 

and gliders previously requested. 

The position of the Troop Carrier Command with respect to airbome training 

seemed to be another case in which "the spirit was will ing, but the flesh was week.,,9 

From this point of view, three factors contributed largely to its inability to meet the 

needs for airborne training. The first was the advanced date for overseas shipment of 

troop carrier units; the second was the requirement for attaching two groups to the 

Flying Training Command, mainly for use as tow ships in the training of glider 

pilots; and finally, there had been a recent tie-up in aircraft production. 

Even when additional troop carrier units were organized and their crews 

trained for airborne operations, that did not mean necessarily that they would be 

available for training or operations with airborne troops. The inherent flexibility 

emphasized as frequently as one of the unique advantages of air power was a distinct 

handicap for the airborne program, because crews and planes intended for airborne 

training and operations could easily be diverted to other uses. 

The Sixtieth troop carrier group had been assigned to the Eight Air Force, and 

in June it moved with that organization to the United Kingdom. During the weeks 

immediately preceding its overseas movement, the Sixtieth Group had been used in 

moving men and supplies into the air bases being bui1t along the North Atlantic ferry 

route in Newfoundland, Labrador, Greenland, and Iceland. In August the Sixty

fourth Troop Carrier Group joined the Eight Air Force in England; thus by the end of 

that month two troop carrier groups and 103 C-47 aircraft had crossed the Atlantic. lO 

Obviously this number was far greater than was needed for the one parachute 

battalion then in the United Kingdom, it took only thirty-nine planes to carry that 

battalion to North Mrica. Presumably the transports were being used in cargo 

carrying operations for the Eight Air Force as well as in training and activities with 

the British. 

By November the Sixty-second Troop Carrier Group had joined the Twelfth 

Air Force in North Mrica, and the 316th Troop Carrier Group, which had been 

standing by in the United Sates to join a proposed British-American air task force to 

operate from the Caucasus, had arrived in the Middle East under control of the Ninth 

Air Force. ll Again, these dispositions hardly could have been regarded as aimed 
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toward support of the airborne effort, for no American airborne troops, other than the 

battalion which had f10wn from England, were in the Mediterranean theater at that 

time. Rather the arrivals of the C-47's were calculated to improve desert mobility at a 

time when the British were very short of cargo planes. The principal task of the 316th 

Group was to carry supplies (mainly 200 drums of gasoline a day) for the American 

and British air units supporting the British Eight Army.12 

ln addition to meet demands of the theaters for transport aircraft, the United 

States undertook to furnish a number of planes for A1lied powers. In a conference in 

May 1942 with the Air Chief Marshall Sir Charles P ort al , chief of air staff of the 

Royal Air Force, General Arnold had agreed that the Americans, in line with an 

earlier decision dividing aircraft production responsibilities between the United 

States and Great Britain, would undertake to provide a major share of the air 

transport, even for the training of British airborne divisions.13 Deliveries of aircraft 

overseas in 1942 inc1uded 197 transport planes, all types, to the British Empire, and 

thirty-one to China.14 

While crises in the Middle East, in the Soviet Union, and in the Pacific during 

1942 added to the demands placed upon transport aircraft and troop carrier units, 

another consideration which operated against pIan for larger troop carrier forces, or 

for their use for airborne troops, was the commitment of the Air Forces to a policy of 

reducing Germany by strategic bombardment. Fulfi11ment of the ambitious plans of 

the A.A.F. for its bomber offensive would mean a top priority, possibly even an 

overriding priority, for the production of airplanes, especially of heavy bombers, in 

the to tal American war production program. The requirements of the bomber 

offensive became the critical item in the aircraft production program which, when it 

had taken account of the minimum needs of other theaters and of training projects, 

had reached a star1ing figure. It could be expected, under those assumptions that 

many of the transport planes which were produced were built to serve as auxiliaries 

in the bomber offensive, and the airborne program was not to be a matter of major 

concern to the Air Forces. 

The production program of 1942 for the Army Air Force shows c1ear1y the 

huge war effort of American industry. Production targets for that year inc1uded 

12,634 heavy, medium and light bombers; 10,870 fighters and 17,632 trainers, but 

only 1,985 transport aircraft. 15 This was just a beginning. For 1943 the program was 

63 



stepped up to 28,362 bombers; 24,005 fighters; 19,942 trainers, but again a mere 

7,013 transports for the training of crews, mostly for the bombers offensive. 16 

At the beginning of a war it could be expected that many military items 

would be in short supply; it has been noted that weapons were lacking at first. 

Whether or not early deficiencies would be overcome would depend upon the nature 

and demands of competing programs, and upon basic long-term planning on the 

bases of policies accepted for the conduct of the war. The year 1942 came to a close 

with a gloomy outlook for the training program of the Airborne Command. General 

Chapman said that the shortage of aircraft for airborne training had become so acute 

that the timely completion of training program of the two airborne divisions was 

being "seriously jeopardized.,,17 He attributed the shortage, in large part, to a number 

of activities which were being given a priority for troop carrier aircraft over and 

above airborne training missions. He pointed out that, "although the paramount 

mission of the Troop Carrier Command was to furnish planes for airborne training, 

records of Airborne Command indicated that less than 50 percent of the planes 

originally assigned to the Troop Carrier Command were available for training 

elements of the Airborne Command.,,18 

The Airborne Command and the I Troop Carrier Command were grappling 

with insurmountable discrepancies between missions and facilities in their training 

programs. That is to say they were insurmountable so far as finding solutions within 

their own organization was concerned, for both the missions and the assignment of 

facilities came from above. It was not enough for them to appeal respectively to 

Army Ground Forces and Army Air Force. That merely carried the same problems 

with the same need for coordination to a higher level. Each of those major commands 

had a multitude of other problems, often other matters held a greater interest for 

them, and neither of them was the planning agency wherein airborne requirements 

originated. This was a question requiring the attention of the War Department. Not 

only did it need to play the role of arbiter between its subordinate agencies, but it 

needed to coordinate its own plans. If the Air forces failed to provide enough air 

transport for adequate training, perhaps the reason was to be found in the heavy 

demands which were being made in other commitments. 

The General Staff failed to anticipate the problems which would arise 

inevitably as result of its own plans and directives. It entered the picture, during this 

period, only after the problems had come to a head and appeals had been made for its 
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decision. Recognizing the continuing discrepancy between commitments and 

capabilities in the use of troop carrier aircraft, General Edwards - operations officer, 

suggested in October 1942 that the programs for troop carrier units and airborne 

divisions might be better coordinated in three ways: "(l)Increase the output of Troop 

Carriers Groups; (2)decrease the commitments of Troop Carrier Groups, such as to 

UK and Panama; (3) delay the activation of additional Airborne Divisions until the 

availability of essential training facilities can be foreseen." 19 

General Edwards had taken steps towards the activation of four additional 

troop carrier groups, and on the basis of the memorandum referred to above, the 

Operations Division, on November 7, 1942,20 undertook to set up a new priority for 

troop carrier units. In doing so, however, it made up a verticallist which showed the 

Airborne Command below the major combat theaters and in sixth place. The result, 

General Edwards felt, was to nullify largely the effect of the activation of the four 

groups and was to reduce the troop carriers units available for airborne training 

"almost to zero.,,21 The whole theory of priorities became an absurdity in this 

situation. To say that a certain activity may have certain supplies if there are any left 

after aH demands of a number of other activities have been satisfied is to suggest that 

that activity is regarded as relatively unimportant. If the essential materials are very 

short in that case, such a decision amounts to eliminating that activity. If the higher 

command decision was that there should be airborne troops as well as air cargo units 

and bomber units, it was imperative that available materials be divided according to 

the needs of the various activities, their needs always with respect to the use which 

the higher command intended to make of them. Of course there hardly could be any 

airborne program at aH if the five agencies listed above the Airborne Command to ok 

aH available troop carrier groups. 

General Edwards laid responsibility of the inability of troop carner and 

airborne units to complete joint training directly to the lack of coordination in 

planning. Operations Division requested on January 25, 1943; that he takes steps to 

insure that one airborne division would complete its training by April 15, for high

level planning the in progress was assuming the use of such a division in the invasion 

of Sicily?2 General Edwards replied immediately: "No airborne division is now 

available nor will be available by April 15 unless the troop's carrier units required 

for the training of such a division is given the highest priority for this purpose.,,23 He 

pointed out that this would require adequately trained troop carrier groups at full 
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table of organization strength in aircraft and personnel and that one such group 

should be made available for the period March 1 to April 15, for the exclusive 

purpose of training with that division. He recalled that previous directives on 

combined troop carrier-airborne training issued by his division had been "ineffective 

due to overseas commitments of troop carrier units.,,24 His action brought prompt 

results. Four days later Operations Division inforrned him that the commanding 

general, Army Air Forces, had authorized, and the deputy chief of staff had 

approved, the employment of 313th Troop Carrier Group, 1 February to April15, and 

Sixty-first and 314th Groups, 1 March to April 15, exclusively for the training of the 

82nd Airborne Division, "The bringing of these units up to full table of organization 

strength in aircraft and personnel and the aUocation of these units to the Airborne 

Command for the training of the 82nd Airborne Division during the periods indicated 

takes precedence over any other commitment or assignrnent.,,25 

The training of troop carrier air crews was carefully worked out. It included a 

minimum of five weeks of joint training with airborne troops, made up of one week 

dropping men for the Parachute School from Lawson Field, two weeks glider towing 

and two weeks in joint maneuver; 90 days after activation Troop Carrier units were 

also supposed to have two months of unit training, to include working with infantry 

and artillery, as well as a further period at Pope Field or Lawson Field working with 

parachute and glider troops.26 Close co-operation between the troop-carrier and 

airborne units was always the aim and often achieve. General Ridgway had always 

spoken with affection of Colonel Harold C. Clarke's 52nd Troop Carrier Wing, which 

dropped his 82nd Airborne Division on training in North Africa and England, and into 

action in Sicily and Normandy.27 Other Airborne and troop-carrier units were less 

fortunate. Such was the demand overseas for air transport that many troop-carrier 

groups were unable to complete this program before moving to United Kingdom, the 

Middle East, North Africa or the Far East. In spite of these difficulties a good deal 

had been achieved by Airborne Command and I Troop Carrier Command, working 

together in the Airborne Operation Board from 1942 onwards, to develop and 

published to aU airborne and troop-carrier units Standing Operation Procedures and 

techniques for parachute training, 800feet for exercises and 500 feet for operations.28 

There was to be a ten-minutes red warning from the aircrew to the stick of 

parachutists and next a two-minute red warning light over the exit door, followed by 

the green light for the jump. The U. S. Army Air Corp transport aircrafts perforrned 
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prodigies of logistics and made a major contribution to final victory, but this did not 

prevent American airborne force casting envious eyes on busy C-47 Dakotas. 

TRAINING OF THE NEW AIRBORNE DIVISIONS 

The first and last review of the 82nd
, still being referred to in Washington as a 

motorized division, was held on August 15, with Major General Oscar W. Griswold, 

commander of the IV Corps, participating as guest of honor. General Bradley was 

also present. As the Alexandria "Town Talk" described it, "Sixteen thousand sun

bronzed American men from all of the forty-eight United States marched together for 

the first and last time at Camp Claiborne as the 82nd AlI-American Infantry 

Division."l But to many of the men that Saturday afternoon, the heat and glare of the 

midsummer Louisiana sun suddenly became more important that the news of the 

guests or their newly acquired military discipline. They quietly fainted in their tracks. 

The next day was Sunday, ever a significant day of the week for the 101 st. It 

was on Sunday in June that Colonel Cole was to order the bayonet charge on the 

causeway at Carentan. And it was on this Sunday in August that Col. Don F. Pratt, 

Acting Division Commander, issued General Order No. 1 : " The 101st Airborne 

Division is activated at 00:01 this date.,,2 On that day both divisions went airborne. 

The upper echelons of command and staff assignments in both the 82nd and 101 st 

Airborne Divisions were filled by several officers who would become famous in 

airborne history. 

In the 82nd Airborne, Ridgway had as his assistant division commander newly 

promoted Brigadier General William M. Miley. His division artillery commander 

was Brigadier General Joseph W. Swing, who was later to command the 11th 

Airborne Division upon its activation in February 1943. And the Chief of Staff was 

the brilliant and recently promoted Colonel Maxwell D. Taylor. Ridgway had known 

Taylor in Washington, where both had served on the General Staff. When given 

command of 82nd Infantry Division, Ridgway requested of general Marshall that 

Taylor be excused from his duties in Washington to become his chief of staff. 

Marshall approved the request. 

Over in the 101 st Airborne Division, Lee had Brigadier General Don F. Pratt 

as his assistant division commander. Pratt had formerly been as a colonel, Chief of 
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Staff in the 82nd Infantry Division. When the split came, he was promoted to one-star 

general's rank and reassigned to his new job under Lee. Pratt was fated die in a 

terrible glider crash during the Normandy invasion. Lee's division artillery 

commander was Brigadier General Anthony C. McAuliffe, who was a classmate of 

General Miley. Colonel Charles L. Keerans was Lee's Chief of Staff. Keerans had 

served Lee previously as his Supply officer in the Airborne Command at Fort Bragg. 

Keerans was later promoted to brigadier general and reassigned to the 82nd Airborne 

to replace Miley when Miley was given command of the 1 i h Airborne Division. 

These officers later repeatedly displayed great personal bravery in battle, for which 

they were awarded the highest combat decorations. And aU of them were wounded in 

action at least once while at front leading their units in some of the toughest battles 

fought by American troops during the war. 

One of the first thing Lee did upon his arrival at Camp Claiborne on Monday, 

August 16, was to make a very brief and prophetic address to his newly assembled 

divisions staff and regimental commanders: "The 101st 
••• has no history, but it has a 

rendezvous with destiny. Like the early American pioneers whose invincible courage 

was the foundation stone of this Nation, we have broken with the past and its 

traditions to establish our claim to the future. Due to the nature of our armament and 

the tactics in which we shalI perfect ourselves, we shalI be calIed upon to carry out 

operations of far-reaching military importance, and we shalI habitualIy go into action 

when the need is immediate and extreme.,,3 And so it was that, in the course of just 

twenty-six months, the American Airborne effort successfulIy grew from a smalI test 

platoon to division-sized units. But in Washington, some still-skeptical generals 

wondered just how welI these swaggering airborne troops would perform once 

committed to battle. 

The early history of the newly created 82nd Airborne Division was somewhat 

chaotic. In mid-September, Ridgway received orders to move it from Camp 

Claiborne to Fort Bragg, where it would be mated with its Air Force transport, the 

52nd Troop Carrier Wing, which was based at nearby Pope Field and Bill Lee's 101st 

Airborne Division replaced the 82nd Airborne Division at Claiborne.4 During this 

shift, which was completed in mid-October, virtualIy alI training in the 82nd came to 

a complete halt. 

For the first few weeks at Fort Bragg, the division was a revolving door. First 

it was ordered to supply a fulI quota of key personnel to cadre the newly forming 98th 
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Infantry Division. Next it had to divest itself of those men who were, as Ridgway put 

it, "ill-suited because of lack of airworthiness." That is, those who had to be 

classified as hopeless, either because they had a morbid fear of flying or because they 

became airsick. LiteralIy thousands of man left the division. They were replaced by 

thousands of raw recruits, who were integrated into Easley's 32Sth and Cutler's 326th 

glider infantry regiments. 

There were also many changes in the roster of senior officers of the division. 

These changes were triggered in part by Marshall's decision to create two more 

airborne divisions, the 11th and 1 ih; J oe Swing was named to command the former, 

Bud Miley the latter.5 Although it was some tíme before either man actually left the 

division, they were naturalIy more concerned with their own embryonic outfits than 

the 82nd
• To replace Bud Miley as ADC, Ridgway selected Bill Lee's chief of staff, 

BulI Keerans, who was promoted to brigadier general. As it turned out, Keerans was 

not the best possible choice, often more a burden than a help. A contemporary 

recalIed that he was a srn art guy, a graduated of both infantry and artillery schools. 

He had begun his airborne career in the ear1y days at Benning as Bill Lee's plans

and-training officer. But "BulI had a serious drinking problem. He liked to go on a 

spree every now and then for three or four days at a stretch. Everybody in the Army 

knew BulI had a drinking problem but they alI to ok care of him and protected him. 

As long as that was kept quiet, that was alI right. But if you happened to be sharing 

responsibility with him, it could be wicked, "General Gavin once said.6 

Beyond that, Ridgway was not entirely happy with his chief of staff, Max 

Taylor. According to Doc Eaton, Taylor was just smarter than helI, but he was a field 

artilleryman and he liked to shoot. Eaton once said: "His idea of being chief of staff 

was to come in the morning , spend about fifteen to thirty minutes signing papers, 

then go down and spend most of the day with the Field Artillery and late in the 

afternoon, come back to the office and sign some more papers.,,7 Meanwhile, the 

telephone rang alI day and Eaton had to take the calIs and make the decisions. "I was 

running the chief of staff's office for him," Eaton said, "as well as doing my own 

jobs."g When loe Swing was named to command the 11th Airborne Division, it 

created a vacancy in the 82nd artillery. The Chief of Staff problem was solved when 

the war Department named Max Taylor to replace Swing. Taylor was pleased. By the 

time Taylor became commander of the division artillery, its organization; weapons 
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and tactical concepts had been worked out by airborne personnel and approved by 

McNair's Army Ground Forces. 

The general idea was that each parachute regiment would be supported by 

one parachute artillery battalion, and each glider regiment would be supported by one 

glider artillery battalion. At first, aH the airborne artillery battalions were íssued the 

same weapon. It was a curiosity: the Army's 75mm pack howitzer. Conceived 

originaHy for rugged mountain warfare, where it would be packed in by mules, it was 

de signed to be broken down into nine major pieces, each of which was carried by a 

separate mule. When assembled, the píece weight only thirteen hundred pounds and 

fired a thirteen-pound projectile a maximum range of 9,475yards.9 It was rnounted on 

a light carriage with hard rubber or wooden wheels and, when fuHy assembled, it 

could be moved from place to place by the artillerymen. The parachute and glider 

artillery battalions were organized around the pack howitzer. Each artillery battalions 

consisted of three firing batteries (A, B, C) of four howitzer each, for a total of 

twelve píeces. 

The parachute artillery battalion weapons were to be parachuted into battle in 

broken-down state, each of the ni ne pieces in a separate bundle mounted beneath the 

planes. Arnmo for the howitzer would be parachuted into battle in similar mounted 

bundles, or in bundles which could be tossed out the fuselage door. On the ground, 

the howitzer would be moved by hand. Thc glider artillery battalions, each also 

organized into three firing batteries, would go into battle with the howitzers fuHy 

assembled and stored inside the gliders. Other gliders would bring jeeps to tow the 

weapons and I or ammo trailers around the battlefield. 

The airborne force, however, recognizing the limitations of the 75mm pack 

howitzer, sought a more powerful artillery piece. They found it in another curiosity, 

the so-called "Infantry Cannon." This was a standard Arrny 105mm howitzer M-l 

(medium, artillery in regular infantry divisions), with a sawed-off, or snub-nose, bell 

(barrel) and a lighter carriage. The snub-nose (called the M-3) 105mrn howitzer 

weighed only twenty-four hundred pounds (half as much as the conventional 105), 

and it fired the standard thirty-three-pound projectile about 8,000yards.10 One snub

nose 105 would just barely fit in a glider-with the bell projecting forward into the 

cockpit between the pilot and copilot. J eep towns and ammo trailers would come in 

other gliders. 
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The airlift required to deliver a battalion of parachute or glider artillery was 

substantial. Nine C-47s were employed to lift a single firing battery (four howitzers) 

of a parachute battalion. Counting the "headquarters battery" ( command, 

communications, etc., but no artillery weapons), each parachute artillery battalion 

utilized a total of about thirty-six aircraft, almost enough planes to lift a battalion of 

parachute infantry. Glider arti1lery battalions, which would come into battle with 

twelve fully assembled weapons (one per glider) plus twelve jeeps (one per glider) 

and ammo trailers and arti1lerymen, utilized an even greater number of C-47s for 

towing. 

The 82nd Airborne Division artillery was initially organized into one 

parachute (376th
) and two glider (319th and 320th

) battalions to support its one 

parachute and two glider regiments. The 376th (twelve pack howitzer) was initially 

commanded by Paul E. Wright, the 319th (twelve pack howitzer) by William Harry 

Bertsch, and 320th (twelve M-3 105mm snub-nose howitzers, organized into two 6-

howitzer battalions, A and B), by Francis A. "Andy" March III. l1 When Taylor 

promoted March to be division artillery executive officer, Paul Wright moved from 

command of 376th to command of the 320t
\ and Wilbur M.Griffith replaced Wright 

as commander of the 376th
•
12 

The 101st Airborne Division artillery was similarly organized: 37ih Parachute 

Artillery, 321st and 90ih Glider Artillery. In addition to this arti1lery firepower, the 

airborne divisions had one so-called glider-born antiaircraft defense battalion, which 

in time would become more an antitank than an antiaircraft unit. 

In the 82nd
, it was the 80th

, commanded by Whithfield J ack.13 It was 

composed of three batteries (A, B, C) of the Army's standard 57mm antitank gun, 

each with eight guns ( a to tal of twenty-four) and three batteries (D, E, F) of .50 

caliber air-cooled machine guns, each with twelve weapons (a total of thirty-six). In 

theory, each of the three regiments was to be supported by one antitank and one 

antiaircraft battery. But in practice, the 80th remained under direct control of the 

division commander to develop as he saw fit. 

The 101st Airborne Division also had an antiaircraft battalion, the 81S
\ 

similarly organized and equipped. 

In the meanwhile, Ted Dunn's 504th Parachute Infantry Regiment moved 

from Benning to Bragg and was officially integrated into the division. Mter a careful 

review of Dunn's lack of progress with the regiment, Ridgway relieved Dunn of 
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command, officialIy and bluntly stating his reason: "Inability to secure results.,,14 To 

replace Dunn, Ridgway chose his exec, Ruben Tucker, a decision that won nearly 

unanimous approval with the 504, but one that raised eyebrows in higher 

headquarters. Tucker was then only thirty-one years old, perhaps the youngest 

regimental commander in the Army. Owing to Tucker's youth, Ridgway was unable 

to secure his promotion to fulI colonel for another six months. 

At about the same time, higher headquarters promoted Claudius Easley, 

commander of the 325th Glider Infantry Regiment, to brigadier general and ordered 

him to be ADC of the 96th Infantry Division.15 Easley's departure left Ridgway with 

a large and continuing headache: who would command the 325? For about three 

weeks the regimental exec, Jean D. Scott, a West Point class-mate of Doc Eaton's, 

held the post, but Eaton did not think Scott was the right man for the job: "Every 

time I calIed the regimental Command Post, Scott answered. He should have been 

out in the field with the men. Ridgway did not like that.,,16 They soon began looking 

for a new man. Since Ridgway had picked the youthful Ruben Tucker to lead the 

504t
\ his final choice for command of the 325th was baffling and controversial for 

several reasons. He had chosen Colonel Harry Leigh Lewis, a men in Ridgway's age, 

who had entered active Army service in 1913, four years before Ridgway. Lewis had 

a son, Robert, who joined the 504th
• His appointment was not universalIy welI 

received by the officers in the 325th
• Behind his back they derisively calIed him 

"Lighthorse Harry Leigh." Wayne Pierce remembered that Lewis "was too old to 

lead an airborne regiment. He looked old, acted old.,,17 Paul L. Turner said, "He was 

a smalI man with a fiery temper- a tough old Regular Army officer who was over-age 

in grade and drank too much whiskey.,,18 John H. Swenson thought he was "an 

intelligent man who did some awfully dumb things. He boasted to me that he had 

been senior lieutenant in the Army for fourteen years.,,19 

Nonetheless, Ridgway had a "warm spot" for Lewis and backed him aH the 

way. One reason was that Ridgway believed that Lewis, despite his weakness as a 

leader, was good at training men, and at that point Ridgway was hard-pressed for 

training to shape up the revolting-door 325th
• Another was that Lewis gaye Ridgway 

the impression of being a fearless fighter. Unknown to Ridgway, and almost 

everyone else, Lewis had a cancer that would soon take his life. Hiding this illness, 

Lewis was a "ball of fire" in the training fields, a martinet who brooked no nonsense 
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and who was on the job twenty-four hours a day and still had energy enough to lead 

the regimental square dances on Saturday nights. 

AH these departures, changes and new arrivals were completed about J anuary 

1, 1943. By that time the 82nd Airborne was virtually a brand-new division, with 

many new men in key command and staff jobs and thousands more newcomers in the 

ranks. Although much preliminary planning and work had been carried out, Ridgway 

was not in position to commence "airborne training" for the division as a whole unti! 

that date. Once again he was frustrated. This time the cause was an acute shortage of 

C-47 troop transports and gliders. This shortage was an old story to Ruben Tucker 

and his paratroopers. They had been cadging rides as best they could for months, bit 

it was a new problem for Ridgway. Despite his zeal and energies, he was not able to 

overcome it. Throughout the remainder of the war, airborne forces would suffer at 

every turn from a chronicle shortage of aH types of airlift. This shortage of airlift was 

later traced to three main causes. From the start, Mc Nair simply failed to foresee that 

large numbers of planes would be necessary for training purposes. Second, the Air 

Force simply refused to give transport aircraft a high construction priority. Third, 

production of gliders got off to a very slow start and fairly late in the game, too late 

to keep pace with the formation of airborne divisions. 

FuH-scale of production of the Waco CG-4A glider was not begun until the 

summer of 1942, a few weeks before the 82nd and 101st airborne divisions were 

established. The initial Air Force order was 5,290 gliders, which were to be produced 

by fifteen factories and delivered by June 1943?O However, because of 

mismanagement, last-.minute design changes and tooling-up difficulties, gliders 

would not come off the production lines any great quality until the faH of 1943. 

Some gliders from early production lines were designated for training- ni ne ty 

for glider-pilot training and 165 for the 82nd and 101 st Divisions.21 These figures 

promised that about eighty gliders22 would be made available for training the 82nď s 

two glider regiments. But it never happened.23 Owing to a misguided decision in the 

War Department, many early-production gliders were shipped overseas to await the 

com ing of airborne forces. Many others got caught up in air delivery bottlenecks, in 

part attributable to the chronicle shortage of C-47 tows; others were grounded by Air 

Force retro fit orders. A substantial number were lost in test flights, in towing 

operations or delivery landings, as well as in airborne training accidents owing to 

inexperienced pilots. As a result, the 82nd Airborne Division seldom had as many as 
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two dozen gliders fit for training its two regiments, and often the number was far 

lower. 

Ridgway had been the first man from the division to make a parachute jump. 

Recently, he had made a second jump. Now, faced with training two glider 

regiments, he was determined to be the first of the old hands to ride in a glider. Not 

to be outdone, Joe Swing went along. The two generals traveled to Wright Field, ne ar 

Dayton, Ohio, where some Waco gliders were undergoing modification and testing. 

The Air Force assigned the generals, one of its most experienced glider test pilots, 

Frederick R. Dent, Jr.24, who was also an engineer. The glider model Dent was then 

testing had wheels, like most gliders, and also experimental skids. It was designated 

to take off on wheels, drop them in flight and then land on the skids, which, it was 

believed, might be better for rough-terrain landings. Since the wheels were to be 

discarded in flight, they were not equipped with brakes. The tow plane, a C-47, 

warmed up on the runway. The nylon tow rope, three hundred feet long, was attached 

to a fitting in the tail of the C-47 and to one on the nose of the glider. Each aircraft 

had a tow-rope release device. These devices, not yet foolproof, sometimes activated 

in mid-flight, prematurely releasing the glider. At first all went well. The C-47 pilot 

gunned engines and began the takeoff roll. The tow rope stretched taut and the glider 

began to roll on its wheels. Dent was an excellent pilot and Ridgway had full 

confidence in him. The C-47 lifted off, and behind it, the glider. It was a somewhat 

eerie sensation, a noiseless, vibration less c1imb behind the mother ship to altitude. 

At the appointed spot, Dent cut loose the tow rope and the glider soared off on its 

own, a great ungainly kite. 

However, in preparation for the landing, things began to go wrong-badly 

wrong. When Dent pulled the wheel-release mechanism, it fouled; the wheels would 

not drop. There was no time to fool with it- the glider was com ing down fast. Dent 

lined up on a runway and the glider touched down, rolling fast with no brakes. 

Suddenly a four-engine bomber, propellers turning, loomed ahead on the runway. 

Dent cried, "Jump!,,25 Ridgway and Swing needed no further prodding; they dived 

out the glider door, hitting the concrete runway at an estimated thirty miles an hour. 

Bruised and skinned, but no otherwise injured, they watched in amazement as some 

quick-thinking airmen grabbed the wing of the glider and spun it away from a sure 

collision with the bomber's four whirling propellers. Ridgway's glider flight had not 

been aU that unusual. Glider accidents seemed to be the rule, rather than the 
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exception. He limped back to Fort Bragg, not without some very strong reservations 

about glider flight. However, he discussed his true feelings and, for morale purposes, 

went about extolling 'the beauties of glider transportation.' It was 'free flight,' that 

which man had been seeking since the beginning of time. The propaganda fell on 

deaf ears. The men listened, Ridgway recalled, "but they looked dubious ... They 

were being put into gliders willy-nilly, and most of them didn't like it." 26 

What was needed, Ridgway concluded, was a dramatic demonstration that the 

glider was not a 'death trap,' as everyone supposed. To that end he arranged to have 

a legendary aerial stunter, Michael C "Mike" Murphy, come to Fort Bragg and put 

on a show for the men. Ridgway bravely climbed into the glider for the 

demonstration. Cut loose from the tow plane, Murphy, a superb pilot, did indeed 

dramatically wring out the glider. He did vertical banks and slow rolls and, as a hair

raising finale, three complete loops, coming out of the last one to a perfect landing on 

the runway, stopping three feet from a prearranged marker. How many minds this 

demonstration changed is not recorded. Not many, probably. Most men in the 82nd 

Airborne Division continued to harbor a dread of gliding. Posters went up on 

barracks walls in the 325th and 326th regiments with a montage of photographs of 

crashed gliders captioned: "loin the glider troops! No flight pay. No jump pay. But 

never a dull moment!,,27 Someone wrote a song, 'The Glider Riders,' which aptly 

expressed the feelings of the men: "Once I was infantry, now I'm a dope, Ridding 

gliders attached to a rope, Safety in landing is only a hope, And the pay is exactly the 

same.,,28 

THE ARTILLERY AND THE GLIDERS 

General Lee' s first job in the 10 1 st Airborne Division was to supervise the 

latter stage of the reshuffling necessary to fit the men and units he received from 82nd 

Division into new table of organization and get them operating as a division. Some of 

his organizations had been integral parts of the 82nd
, and others were new, just 

established by General Order 24 of the 82nd Airborne Division, dated August 15, 

1942.1 This order issued by commander of Brigadier General Ridgway, was over the 

name of Maxwell D. Taylor, Chief of Staff. The battle leader was present at the birth. 
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The older outfits were the 32ih Glider Infantry, the 321 st Glider Field 

Artillery and 90ih Glider Field Artillery; the groups activated on August 15 were the 

401st Glider Infantry, 326th Airborne Engineer Battalion and later was activated the 

81 st Airborne Antiaircraft Battalion.2 The 502nd Parachute Infantry was also part of 

the Division; however, it was not brought over from Fort Benning, but waited until 

the Division moved to Fort Bragg before joining it.3 After World War I experience, 

the 32ih in 1921 had been constituted as an Organized Reserve unit, assigned to the 

State of South Carolina.4 It had been reactivated at Claiborne the preceding March 

along with the rest of 82nd Division. Filled up with men fresh from civilian life it had, 

under the leadership of Col. George S. Wear, just taken them through their basic 

training. Since the new table of organization gaye glider regiments only two 

battalions, it had many more men that it needed. Its extra personnel were used to fill 

out many of the other units of the 101 st Division. It was complicate process, typified 

by following paragraph of the August 15 order: "The 32ih less Companies D, H, M 

and Antitank, is redesignated the 32ih Glider Infantry and transferred to the 101st 

Airborne Division. Companies D, H, M, and Antitank are disbanded. The personnel 

of the 1st Battalion, 32ih Infantry, less personnel of Company B, is transferred to the 

401st Glider Infantry, 101st Airborne Division. The personnel of Companies H, M, 

and Antitank are transferred to the 32ih Glider Infantry, 101 st Airborne Division.,,5 

The second glider regiment, newly created for its present role, was the 401st
•
6 

To command it Lt. Col. Joseph H. Harper, a former battalion commander of the 

326th
, was chosen. His men came from the 32ih in the manner just described and 

forrn the two infantry regiments remaining in the 82nd Division, the 325th and the 

326th
• Some of the 32ih personnel were subsequently sent on to fi1l out the 326th 

Airborne Engineer Battalion. This also was a newly activated group made up 

primarily of the men from the 82nd,s 30ih Battalion. In accordance with the basic 

ratio of the Division, it was to have two glider companies and one parachute 

company. There were as yet no jumpers to put in such a company. So on September 

4, the first group of forty-five volunteers was sent to the Parachute School at Fort 

Benning.7 The man who was to command this Ba1talion in Normandy, John C. 

Pappas, was at this time a captain in charge of Headquarters and service Company.8 

Turning to the artillery battalions, the 321 st Glider Field Artillery Battalion, 

like the 32ih Glider Infantry Regiment, had been reactivated in March 9 and taken a 

new group of men through basic training. It boasted that in the subsequent test is 
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made the best score in the Division. However, aH its work during basic had been with 

155s and 105s. The change to airborne status meant that it had to start aH over again 

with the pack 75. Col. L. Carmichael, who commanded it at the time of the split, was 

to continue as commander throughout combat. In World War I the 90ih was known 

as the 307th Ammunition Train; made an Organized Reserve unit in 1921, it changed 

its designation in January of 1942 and was activated again in March. lO For it, as weH 

as for the 321 sr, going airborne meant the loss of C Battery and Service Battery (the 

anti-aircraft or anti-tank battery). Among the extra men those who were willing to 

volunteer for the Parachute School later served with the 37ih Parachute Field 

Artillery Battalion, Lt. Col. C. F. Nelson assumed command of the 90ih and led the 

battalion until inactivation after the war. ll The 37ih started off as a parachute 

battalion without any jumpers, and it was in for a rough period of training that faH. 

AH the new artillerymen it received had to be sent to jump school. To add to the 

confusion, most of the parachute replacements sent to fill out its roster were 

infantrymen rather than artillerymen, and had to be retrained. With this personnel 

situation, the 37ih had to take up where the Airborne Command had left off in 

developing one of the most difficult smaH-scale operations of the war, getting a 

battalion of artillery into combat by parachute. 

Experiments by the Airborne Group and the Airborne Command had shown 

that the pack 75mm howitzer and its ammunition could be broken down in to nine 

loads that the 24-foot cargo chuíe could carry. " The problems of assembly," says the 

unit historians, " establishment of a complete communications net (both wire and 

radio), occupation and organization of position, organization of fire direction, 

employment of survey, and ammunition supply and resupply, aH these remained to 

be work OUt.,,12 Lt. Col. Benjamin Weisberg, who was to command the battalion on 

through Normandy, took charge in October.13 

Division Headquarters Company, Signal Company, medical Company and 

Quartermaster Company were activated in the original order, each being composed 

of about half the officers and men of the similar units in the 82nd Airborne Division. 

The 801 st Ordnance Company was not activated until the second half of October 

1942/4 and had to be retrained. Also activated after mid-August date was the 81st 

Airborne Anti-aircraft Battalion filled primarily with men from the old 32ih, who 

came either directly from or via the 401 st.15 It was set up to include six 71-man 

batteries. Batteries A, B, and C were anti-tank, armed with the 37mm gun. Batteries 
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D, E, and F were anti-aircraft, armed with .50 caliber machine guns. Hs first 

commander was Lt. Col. William C. Scoggins. When discovery of his night

blindness during maneuvers in England led to his transfer, he was replaced by his 

Executive Officer at the time of activation, Capt. X. B. COX.16 

Such were the units that were to operate under General Lee. To assist him in 

running them as a division he received a group of executives the first of whom was 

the Assistant Division Commander, Brig. Gen. Don Forrester Pratt.17 Like General 

Lee, General Pratt had entered the Army during World War I, but unlike him had not 

been sent overseas. His military experience between the wars was typical, 

culminating in his becoming Assistant Division Commander of the 82nd Division. 

With the split, he came over to the 101 st Airborne Division. His general rank dates 

from August 1, although he issued the activation order as a colonel. Well liked by 

both officers and men, he played a vital role in the development of the Division until 

his death in Normandy. 

The third general officer was Anthony C. McAuliffe, the Division Artillery 

Commander.18 Unlike the other two, he was a West Pointer. His additional schooling 

in the Army included the Field Artillery Basic School, the Command and General 

Staff School and the Army War College. Upon finishing at the latter in 1940, he 

worked for two years with the War Department General Staff, and then in the 

Services of Supply. He was developing weapons, clothing and equipment for the 

Anny Ground Forces when appointed to the Division. His general rank dates from 

August 8, 1942.19 An easy-going, jovial man he could come quickly to a hard 

decision when one was necessary. 

A Chief of Staff, General Lee had Col. Charles L. Keerans, Jr. Keerans had 

served under General Lee at Fort Bragg as supply officer of the Airborne 

Command.20 With the 101st Airborne Division, he handled the key job in a masterful 

way, at the same time gaining a certain amount of notoriety for the equally masterful 

way he handled a motorcycle over the roads of Camp Claiborne. He left the 101 st the 

following J anuary to become Assistant Division Commander of the 82nd Airborne 

Division, as a brigadier general - he was killed in the attack on Sicily.21 To colonel 

Keerans must go the credit for the smooth working of the Division staff. Unlike other 

Army Ground Forces divisions the top five men did not have quiet month, together at 

Leavenworth to learn their new jobs. Colonel Keerans trained them at their posts. 
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There was hard work still to be done at Camp Claibome, but it was made 

easier by the almost universal round of promotions and mutual congratulations which 

the staffing of a new division had made possible. In this atmosphere strangers 

familiarized themselves with each other, and with their new duties. Among the less 

significant changes, officers' insignia of rank were ordered on the left side of their 

caps, and the jump patch, unit by unit, moved over the right, the 502nd officers being 

the last to go along. 

The reviews continued, as did ceremonie s for the presentation of colors to 

new units. It was still possible to cover the eighteen mile s to Alexandria, which 

offered all the mushroomed attractions of a typical Army town, and many a man 

spent his evenings there. The serious work of being airbome had to wait for the move 

to Fort Bragg. But that move was not long in coming. Waming orders began to 

appear about the middle of September, and advance parties started to leave for 

"somewhere." 

Finally, the Division itself, unit by unit, was on the move. In the words of the 

historian of the 321 st, "The trip was made without incident, and we arrived at the 

famous Fort Bragg, North Carolina. It wasn't at all the lovely spot he had been led to 

believe by the cadremen.,,22 Here training started in eamest. And here also the 

Division picked up its parachute regiment, the 'Five Oh Deuce' or 'Five Oh Duck.' 

The 502nd Parachute lnfantry had been activated March 2, 1942, with Lt. Col. 

George P. Howell in command and with practically the same personnel it had when 

set up as a battalion back in July, 1941.23 Colonel Howell, leaving to take command 

of the Parachute School, was succeeded by his executive officer, Lt. Col. George 

Van Hom Moseley, Jr.24 A third-generation Army man, and West Pointer, Colonel 

Moseley quickly began to put his unique stamp on the entire regiment. A remarkable 

combination of intellect and will power, he made enormous demands, both of 

himself and of those under him. Men of the 502nd
, justly proud of the record their 

regiment made in combat, insisted that much of the credit was due "Old Moe" and 

his training even though he was theirs combat leader for only a few hours. His 

training stayed with them. 

The men of the 502nd did not fit easily into the life of the Division, for they 

felt in a class by themselves. They had met the high parachute standards when they 

were at their highest. They had participated in the Carolina maneuvers, and were not 

slow in pointing out these facts. Two other factors served to set them off from the 
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rest of the Division, they were all volunteers and they were drawing extra pay. It will 

be noted that no one at Claiborne was asked whether or not he wanted to ride a 

glider. The powers-that-be in the Army assumed that a man could be ordered into a 

glider as readily as he could be ordered into a truck. Only actual experience on 

maneuvers and in combat was to show how hazardous a glider flight might be. Even 

accidents and death not work to put glider flying on the same volunteer basis as 

paratrooping, perhaps because the same amount of training and the same degree of 

skill on the part of the participants were never necessary, perhaps because it never 

took the same kind of act of will to step into a glider that it took to step out of a 

plane. Other compensations were found later; but at this time there was plenty of 

basis for inter-organizational jealousy, even aside from the best basis of aU, the extra 

pay for the paratroopers. 

When the Parachute Test Platoon was set up, its members were authorized to 

draw not parachute pay, but flight pay. This was the roundabout way adopted to 

compensate them for the extra hazard involved in their work. As the number of 

paratroopers increased, this stratagem was continued, except that enlisted men could 

draw such pay only if they were rated specialist first c1ass, and the number of such 

ratings was limited. There was a somewhat similar limitation on the number of 

officers who could get the extra money. The Pay Readjustment Act of 1942 finally 

straightened matters out by providing for real parachute pay, a hundred dollars a 

month for officers and fifty dollars for enlisted men.25 This solved the problem until 

the creation of airborne divisions, when glidermen began to discover that they were 

doing things just as dangerous as anyone else and not drawing one cent extra. As 

early as October 1942, general Lee, along with General Ridgway, recommended that 

something be done to remedy this injustice, but no action was taken. The famous 

"Join the Glider Troops!" with its photographs of wrecked gliders and inscriptions 

"No Flight Pay, No Jump Pay, But Never a Dull Moment" had made its appearance 

during the Laurinburg-Maxton training.26 The dangers of gliding into combat were 

highlighted by an accident which injured General Lee during the Tennessee 

maneuvers. 

But it was not until Apríl 1944 that the War Department made it possible for 

glidermen to draw extra money, it said they might become paratroopers and draw 

jump pay.27 Later the same year Congress solved the problem by making glidermen 

eligible for flight pay, with a top of one hundred dollars a month for officers and fifty 
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dollars for enlisted men.28 Long before this new arrangement the commanders of all 

airborne units were working hard to abolish the distinction between glidermen and 

jumpers, and to make "airborne" the criterion. One step had been the adoption, in the 

spring of 1943,29 of an airborne hat patch combining the parachute and glider. The 

glidermen liked it but the paratroopers screamed. Parachutist replacements were later 

sent to the glider units in the course of time a number of glidermen became jumpers. 

Pay was not the only problem bothering the new division as it squared off for 

its new training at Fort Bragg. There was the matter of getting more officers and 

men; the 101S
( was not yet filled up to the limited table of organization that it had 

received, and there was the related problem of getting rid of some of the officers and 

men whom the division already had, those obviously incapable of measuring up to 

the high standards which an airborne division had to set for itself. This problem 

became especially acute in the case of the men, for personnel figures revealed that 

the average age in the new division was high, with 2,486 men over thirty-three years 

oldo They also showed that the division had almost twice as many men in the lowest 

Army intelligence bracket as would ordinarily be expected. This was serious in a unit 

where high casualty rates and frequent small-unit actions might make almost any 

man a leader at any time. 

Accordingly, Army Ground Forces was asked to give complete discretion to 

the new division in weeding out old and incoming personnel. This was refused. But 

in an order of September 18, 1942, General McNair gaye to the commanding 

generals of the two airborne divisions such sweeping power to transfer officers and 

enlisted men on various grounds that by indirection they could come close to getting 

precisely what they wanted?O At the time the commanding generals of all 

procurement agencies in the Army were informed of the need for outstanding 

officers of aH arms and branches willing to volunteer for airborne duty and to fill 

places in the new divisions. Many good men responded. Ultimately, most officers in 

the 101S
( were volunteers. Through the faH and winter months, while intensive 

training was in progress, the process of weeding out and taking on continued, until a 

definite airborne type began to emerge. As the whole Division began to feel 

something of the superiority that at first had characterized only the parachute 

regiments there came the beginning of a battle morale. It wasn't only that they 

believed they were better than ordinary soldiers. They knew what training the man 

next to them had been through and believed he too was better. As a result they had 
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more confidence in him and less inclination to run when the going became rough. It 

was largely as a result of this basic feeling of mutual confidence that the Division 

became famous for its dash and spirit. 

During October came the first Waco glider ride within the new division.31 To 

understand this ride and the report about it in the Division newspaper it must only be 

remembered that the glidermen had not volunteered to travel in the flimsy craft. They 

were going to be ordered in. The flight of the six officers was part of an effort to 

make them think it could be as dangerous as it looked. Let the Division newspapers 

take over: "Six high-ranking officers of the 101st Airborne Division recently 

inspected and traveled in a transport glider in order to become familiar with the craft 

that are scheduled to become the prime mover of the streamlined 'Eagle Division.' 

Upon completion of the trip which took the officers a distance of more than 

100mHes, the entire group had become enthusiastic and completely sold on this 

newest mode of transportation. Brig. Gen. Don F. Pratt said after his trip: 'I believe 

every man of the Division will be enthusiastic about them after one ride.' Brig. Gen. 

Anthony C. McAuliffe, who rode as co-pilot of the glider on the trip commented: /1 

have every confidence in the safety of the glider as a mode of transportation. It was 

said to be a rough air day when we took the ride, but 1 was pleasantly surprised with 

the smoothness and maneuverability of the glider.' Lt. Col. Joseph H. Harper 

described his experience this way. 'Riding in the glider while being towed was very 

much like being in a transport plane. 1 believe 1 really felt safer. 1 was tremendously 

impressed with the ease with which the pilot handled the ship and he assured me, it 

was almost impossible to crash. 1 couldn't help thinking that if a glider should crash 

there was no possibility of fire following the crash. No ignition and no gasoline, 

consequently, no fire. 1 believe they are perfectly safe and that my men will be 

enthusiastic about them after their first ride.",32 Through this accounts does not say 

so, the 82nd Airborne Division also was represented on the trip by two officers, one 

of whom was its Chief of Staff, Col. Maxwell D. Taylor.33 

The War Department, Army Air Force and Army Ground Forces had agreed 

in July 1942 that "208 transport plane s and 500 gliders were minimum air transport 

requirements for the essential training of one airborne division.,,34 Both 82nd and 

101 st Airborne Divisions were ready to proceed with glider unit and combined 

training, but only one combat team of the 101st Airborne Division had been able to 

complete glider unit training at Laurinburg. General McNair concluded that "if 
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requirements could not be met in a reasonable degree it would be in order to suspend 

activation of new airborne units," though such a step "would have the disadvantage 

of interrupting the elaborate procurement and ground training system.,,35 

In spite of complaints and efforts at correction, the aircraft shortage hardly 

could be described as a case of passing from crisis to continuing difficulty. An 

inspection of the 101st Airborne Division in January 1943 only corroborated what 

already was know, that the lack of airplanes had reduced airborne training to that of 

small units training only.36 At the same time, however, Army Ground Forces was 

receiving an inquiry from Operations Divisions as to how soon an airborne division 

could be made available for movement overseas. The answer depended mostly upon 

the availability of aircraft. The 101 st Airborne Division-at that time it was planned 

that the 101st should be the first airborne division to move overseas-could "complete 

its combined training by March 2i\ provided 50 transport planes and 100 gliders 

are made available each training day until March 20t
\ and 150 transport planes and 

300 gliders made available from March 20th to March 2ih .,,37 In addition the division 

should have no les s than two weeks, and preferably one month, of maneuvers, which 

required 150 planes and 300 gliders for that period?8 

Now it appeared that the training plans could be supported, but the new 

schedule did not hold up even for the first month. Some delay in the training program 

resulted from the substitution of the 82nd Airborne Division for the 101 st Airborne 

Division as the first airborne division ear-marked for overseas movement. Then, in 

spite of categorical statements that the bringing of the troop carrier groups assigned 

to this training mission would take precedence over any other commitment or 

assignment, overseas demands superseded the training requirement to the extent of 

reducing the to tal number of aircraft available to those groups from the table of 

organization allowance of 156 to 103. A conference between General Ridgway and 

General Arnold on March 1, 1943 resulted in an increase of this allotment to 135 

airplanes. 39 

Still hopeful, Army Ground Forces mapped out a program for airborne 

training for the remainder of 1943. The program out1ined five periods: "First would 

be the completion of airborne training of the 101 st Airborne Division, with the 506th 

Parachute Infantry attached, and already three groups had been made available for 

this for the period 1 May to 1 June. From 6 June to 20 June the 101 st Airborne 

Division would participate in Tennessee maneuvers, and for this three groups would 
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be available only until 15 June, after which one group would remain for completion 

of the period. June, August, and September would be for the airborne tra in ing of the 

First Airborne lnfantry Brigade at Alliance, Nebraska, and Fort Mead, South Dakota, 

and for this two groups - with 104 airplanes and 104 gliders - would be the minimum 

requirement. The brigade would participate in maneuvers during September to the 

extent that aircraft were available.,,4o 

Even the requirements for this moderate program could not be met. On May 

31, 1943 staff officers drew up a revised schedule41 which was specific, it named 

particular groups for participation in defined areas on specific dates, but it was 

disappointing for Army Ground Forces. Only two groups, in separate areas at Fort 

Bragg-Camp MackaU and Alliance, Nebraska would be available from July to 

September; two groups would be concentrated in the Fort Bragg-Camp Mackall are 

during September and October, and three groups would be available in N ovember 

and December. 42 And the Air force warned that "it should not be assumed that over 

47 of the 54 airplanes aUocated to each group will be available for any particular 

action.,,43 War department operations officer finding, at that time, the acquisition of 

additional troop carrier planes unlikely and the alteration of other troop carrier 

commitments unfeasible, reluctantly approved the plans. Very soon the revised 

program, as had been anticipated, proved to be inadequate. 

The Official Maseot of the 101 st Airborne Division 

The early stay at Fort Bragg was also made notable by the induction of 

Young Abe as the official mascot of the 101 st Airborne Division.1 A relationship was 

started that should have proved glorious for both the Division and Y oung Abe. But it 

was destined to end anti-climatically with his death the following spring. Young Abe 

was a Wisconsin eagle, but before his story must come the story of the Division 

itself. The 101 st, when it was set up, had an appropriate shoulder insignia but very 

little else in the way of tradition. There was ample justification for the opening part 

of the first sentence of General Lee's statement, "This Division has no history ... " 

The first reference to a 101st Division came on July 23, 1918, when the War 

Department took initial steps to constitute one.2 As a part of the new division the 

201 st lnfantry Brigade was to be organized in France from white pioneer troops, as 

84 



soon as Negro pioneer troops could be found to replace them. Meanwhile, a cadre for 

the new Division slowly collected at Camp Shelby, Mississippi. At one time it 

numbered more than 750 officers and noncommissioned officers. On September 30, 

Brig. Gen. Roy Hoffman reported to Camp Shelby to take command of the 201 st 

Brigade? But the organization was not to proceed any further, the Arrnistice 

intervened. On the 24th of November, General Hoffman was relieved and on the 30th 

the War Department wired instruction to demobilize such organizations as had been 

set Up.4 There was no rendezvous with destiny in World War I. 

The 101 st Infantry Division was next heard of when it was constituted in the 

Organized Reserves in 1921.5 It was this division which later secured the eagle as its 

shoulder insignia, in accordance with the following order of May 23, 1923: "1. The 

Secretary of War approves the following shoulder sleeve insignia for the 101st 

Division, Organized Reserves. Shield: 2 liz inches in height, sable the head of a bald 

eagle erased proper. The design is based on one of the Civil War traditions of the 

State of Wisconsin, this Sate being the territory of this Division. The black shield 

recalls the old 'Iron Brigade' one of whose regiments possessed 'Old Abe' the 

famous eagle." 6 

Thus was approved the basic patch which the men of the 101 st Airborne were 

to make famous in Normandy, Holland and Bastogne. The reference to the "Iron 

Brigade" and "Old Abe" were explained in an article in he June 1912 issue of the 

Arnerican Historical Magazine quoting a veteran of the Brigade, Robert J. Burdette: 

" My regiment was one of the four which, with the Second Iowa Battery, composed 

what is know as the Eagle Brigade. It got its name from the fact that the Eighth 

Wisconsin regiment of that Brigade carried a young Arnerican eagle all through the 

war. Old Abe had the post of honor at the center of the regiment, his perch being 

constructed of the Arnerican shield, and was carried by a sergeant between the two 

flags, the Stars and Stripes and the regimental standard of blue emblazoned in gold 

with the State coat of arms. All the brigade adored him, and secured chickens for 

him, he was fonder of chicken that the chaplain and not half so particular about the 

cookery. To see him during a batt1e fly up into the air to the length of his long tether, 

hovering above the flags in the cloud of smoke, screaming like the bird which bore 

the thunderbolts of Jove, was to raise such a mighty shout from the Brigade as would 

have blown Jericho off the map. Other regiments had dogs, bears, coon, goats. There 

was only one eagle in the Army. He was an eaglet when the war broke out, and 
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enlisted young, like many of the boys who loved him and fought beside him. He was 

captured on the Flambeau River, Wisconsin, in 1861, by a Chippewa Indian, Chief 

Sky, who sold him for a bushel of corn. Subsequently a Mr. Mill paid five dollars for 

him and presented him to C Company of the Eighth Wisconsin Regiment, known as 

the Eau Claire Eagles. The soldiers at once adopted him as one of theirs standards, 

made him in honor of the greatest of Presidents, and he never disgraced his name. 

Through thirty-six battles he screamed among the trumpets, smelling the battle afar 

off, fluttering among the thunder of the captains and shouting. Never once did he 

flinch. He was wounded in the assault on Vicksburg and in the battle of Corinth. At 

this battle it is said that a reward was offered by Confederate General Price for the 

capture or killing of the eagle." 7 

Old Abe can still be seen in the "Cyclorama" in Atlanta's Grant Park, 

Georgia. The Division shoulder insignia was developed to its present form by the 

addition of the word "Airborne" on the tab above it. General McAuliffe arranged for 

this before he left Washington to join the Division at Camp Claiborne, Louisiana. 

The idea of the eagle gained further prominence as the result of a contest to select an 

appropriate nickname for the Division which General Lee arranged shortly after his 

arrival at Camp Claiborne. The winning suggestion was "Eagle Division" submitted 

by Pvt. Jesse M. Willis,8 an ex-newspaperman who later became public relations 

sergeant in the intelligence officer Section. For the record, the Adjutant general's 

Office stated that there was no connection between the 101s1 Division and the 101s1 

Airborne Division. The former was disbanded August 15, 1942 and the latter was 

constituted on the inactive list on August 15, 1942, and activated August 16, 1942. 9 

This background made it inevitable that the 101 sl should acquire an eagle for 

a mascot. It did. And the bald eagle that it secured was a peculiarly appropriate eagle 

for whom the climate could be made without fear of successful contradiction that he 

was a descendant of Old Abe. Inevitably he was named Young Abe. Captured in the 

backwoods of Wisconsin in July 1939,10 he had been turned over to the State game 

farmo By the State he had been presented to Major Carmichael and the men of the 

321s1 Glider Field Artillery, many of whom came from Wisconsin. l1 They, in turn, 

gaye him to the Division. The ceremony of acceptance was stiffly formal with an 

order read by Lt. Col. Edward Schmitt, the Adjutant general, and a speech of 

acceptance by General Lee.12 Y oung Abe seemed destined for great things. But he 

never rode the skies with his men. The promise of November turned into the tragedy 
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of July. Perhaps he had been inducted too late in life, and found it impossible to 

adapt himself to the rugged conditions of training in an airborne division. Without 

apparent cause he died July 6 at Fort Bragg.13 It was a 10ne1y death, for the Division 

was far away on the Tennessee maneuvers. 

Camp Mackall 

During the latter part of October 1942, construction was completed on the 

Army's new glider training base, located about fifty miles south of Fort Bragg, North 

Carolina, near the towns of Laurinburg and Maxton.1 It was at this pine-tree-studded 

base that thousands of glider troops and pilots trained during the course of the war. 

The first unit slated to move into the new base was the understrength 88th Glider 

Infantry Regiment, stationed at Fort Bragg.2 Both glider and gasoline were in 

critically short supply when it came time for the glidermen to make their move to 

Laurinburg-Maxton, so the regiment hiked the fifty miles down to its new duty 

station. 

When the 88th Glider Infantry marched out of Fort Bragg, it left behind a 

mushrooming airborne family consisting of the Airborne Command, Colonel 

Kenneth Kinsler's separate 503rd Parachute Infantry Regiment and headquarters 

elements of the 82nd and 101 st Airborne Divisions? With each week that passed 

during this mobilization period, new detachments of airborne troops arrived at Fort 

Bragg from Fort Benning's Parachute School. As had earlier been the case at Fort 

Benning, elbow room was becoming increasingly scarce at Fort Bragg. The crowded 

conditions were eased, through only slightly, by the late-October departure of the 

503rd Parachute Infantry for combat duty in Pacific.4 Because of the cramped 

conditions at Fort Bragg, Fort Benning and Camp Toccoa, the Arrny activated its 

next airborne unit in Florida. 

On October 20, the 508th Parachute Infantry Regiment was born at Camp 

Blanding, a newly constructed training base in the Florida panhandle and command 

of the 508th went to recently promoted Lieutenant Colonel Roy E. Lindquist, 

formerly the adjutant of the airborne command of the Airborne Command.5 Mter 

giving his troops basic training at Camp Blanding, Lindquist sent a battalion at a time 

to Fort Benning for parachute training. Later, ln December 1943, he led his regiment 
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first to Northern Ireland, then Scotland, and finally to Nottingham, England where it 

was attached to the 82nd Airborne Division for the Normandy drop.6 It was while the 

508th Parachute Infantry was still at Camp Blanding that a regimental contest was 

held. The purpose of the contest was to select a regimental war cry and the best 

design for a regimental pocket patch. Sergeant Andrew J. Sklivis won the contest 

with his drawing of red devil descending by parachute with a Tommy gun in one 

hand and grenade in the other and in the best airborne tradition - the devil was 

wearing a pair of jump boots and also the war cry "Diablo" (Spanish for 'Deviľ) was 

adopted by the regiment.7 

ln anticipation of what was rapidly becoming a severe shortage of housing 

facilities for airborne troops arriving at Fort Bragg, the Army began construction of 

another base in North Carolina. The site chosen for the new base was forty miles 

west of Fort Bragg, near the town of Hoffman, right in the middle of the Army' s vast 

North Carolina- South Carolina maneuver area. This new Army base was to become 

the home of the Airborne Command, and the birthplace and training ground for many 

airborne units during the war. Because of its proximity to the town of Hoffman, the 

new base was initially called Camp Hoffman. 

Constructing of Camp Hoffman was started on November 8, 1942- the day 

after 509th Parachute Infantry's confused arrival in northwest Africa.8 Working day 

and night for six straight months, construction gangs carved 61,971 square acres of 

wilderness into a complete Army training camp. When completed, the base contained 

sixty-five miles of paved roads; a 1,200-bed hospital; five movie houses; and six 

huge beer gardens. There was also a complete aH-weather airfield consisting of three 

5,000-foot runway formed in the shape of a triangle. To save both money and time, 

aH of the base' s 1,750 buildings were covered on the outside only by black tarpaper 

rather than by usual pinewood siding boards. This resulted in very drafty sleeping 

quarters for the troops. A common joke among the men was that the winter wind at 

Camp Hoffman could blow a steel helmet off a man's head even while he was 

standing inside his barracks. 

The Airborne Command departed Fort Bragg to assurne occupancy in its new 

home before construction was fuHy completed. The fist plane to land on the mew 

base's runways touched down February 8, 1943; its occupants included General 

Chapman and his Airborne Command Headquarters stafe Wasting no time, 

Chapman's unit began making plans that same day to accommodate the airborne 
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units that would soon arrive. And also on February 8, the War Department published 

General Order Number 6, which changed the name of Camp Hoffman to Camp 

MackalI. lO The War Department renamed the airborne base to pay ho nor to 

paratrooper Private John T. MackalI, who had died of wounds suffered on November 

8, 1942, during the invasion of French Northwest Africa.11 Official dedication 

ceremonie s for the new airborne base were set to take place on May 1, 1943.12 In 

preparation for the special occasion, rigid wartime security restrictions on civilians 

visiting military bases were completely relaxed. Two fulI months before the 

ceremonies, every North and South Carolina newspaper announced the program of 

scheduled events and carried an invitation to the general public to come to Camp 

MackalI and witness the dedication ceremony. 

On a cool, overcast February 25, 1943, the fist airborne division to be 

activated at Camp Mackall came into existence.13 On that date the 11th Airborne 

Division was borne, and Major General Joseph M. Swing formerly the 82nd Airborne 

Division's artillery commander, was named its commanding general.14 Like the 82nd 

and 101st Airborne Divisions, Swing's 11th Airborne was initially composed of only 

one parachute and two glider infantry regiments. Under General Swing' s dynamic 

leadership, the 11th Airborne was molded into a highly effective fighting force, which 

later made a fine reputation for itself in the Pacific Theater of Operations. 

The second division to be born at Mackall was the 17th "Thunder from 

Heaven" Airborne Division. Under command of newly promoted Major General 

William M. Miley, the 1 i h Airborne was activated April 15, 1943.15 Of the four 

airborne division commanders at that time, General Miley was the most experienced 

with airborne troops. Two years before assuming command of the 1 i h Airborne he 

was a newly promoted major, stationed at Fort Benning as commander of the Army's 

first large airborne unit, the 501 st Parachute Infantry Battalion. Since that tirne he had 

commanded the 503rd Parachute Infantry Regiment and had served as an assistant 

division commander with the 82nd Airborne. Miley's outstanding leadership qualities, 

plus his wealth of airborne experience, had served to catapult him up through the 

officer rank to become a two-star general in record time. Now, at age forty-four, he 

was the youngest of the airborne division commanders.16 Later, in August of 1944, 

Miley took his division to Europe, where it fought with distinction in the Battle of 

the Bulge and made a combat jump over the Rhine into Germany. 
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The much-advertised dedication ceremony at camp Mackall was finally held 

May 1, 1943 just one week prior to the end of fighting in North Africa. Early in the 

morning, thousands of civilians from the nearby towns of Hoffman, Southern Pines, 

Pinehurst, and Rockingham began arriving at the base to witness what had long been 

billed in local newspapers as "the greatest display of American airborne power so far 

shown the public.,,17 Smartly uniformed airborne troopers directed the gathering 

crowd to the base's triangular-shaped airfield, where a large reviewing stand had 

been constructed beside one of the concrete runways. Seated on the reviewing stand 

were a number of civilian and military VIPs, including major General Eldridge G. 

Chapman, who was the commander of the Airborne Command and principal speaker 

for the cerem ony . And seated beside general Chapman in the section reserved for the 

guests of honor was Private Mackall's family, including his mother, stepfather, sister 

and two younger brothers. Mackal!' s two brothers, Bernard and Gerald, had been 

inducted into the Anny shortly after their brother's death. Both held the rank of 

private, and both had arrived by train from Ohio. Despite encouragement from 

General Chapman, who told them to relax, the two brothers were somewhat nervou s 

in the presence of so much Army brass. 

The dedicate ceremony opened with a brief invocation by an Army chaplain, 

who asked the Almighty to "watch over and protect aH brave airborne volunteers 

who will train at this base before commitment to batt1e.,,18 Next to speak was General 

Chapman. Who told the assembled troops and invited guests that Private John 

Thomas Mackall was born March 17, 1920 in Negley, Ohio.19 Most of his young life, 

however, was spent in Wellsville, Private Mackall was known by his friends simply 

as "Tommy." Continuing, General Chapman said that on January 7, 1942, Tommy 

was inducted into the army and sent to Camp Wolters, Texas, for basic training?O 

While he was at Wolters, Tommy volunteered for paratrooper training at Fort 

Benning; graduating from the Parachute School on May 6, he was assigned to Fort 

Bragg, where he became a member of Company E, 509th Parachute Infantry 

Battalion.21 It was while serving with that unit on D day of Operation Torch, 

November 8, 1942, that Tommy suffered serious wounds inflicted by a French 

fighter plane, which strafed the airplane he was riding in.22 He died four days later in 

a British hospital in Gibraltar. The British Army buried Tommy with full military 

honors in a small cemetery situated at the base of the Rock of Gibraltar. At the time 

of his death, Private Mackall had been in the Army exactly ten months. 
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At the conclusion of the general's speech, Private Mackall's mother unveiled 

a large bronze plaque which depicted French fighter plane attacking unarmed 

American transport airplanes. Across the face of the plaque was written: "Camp 

Mackall. Named in honor of John Thomas Mackall, Private, Company E, 503rd 

Parachute Infantry. Wounded in action November 8, 1942, when the plane in which 

he and his comrades were being transported was attacked near Oran, A1geria, by 

three enemy fighter planes. He was flown to Gibraltar where, on November 12, 1942, 

he gaye his life for his country.,,23 The plaque was later mounted on a cement 

pedestal in front of the post headquarters building. 

After the unveiling, paratroopers of the recently activated 11th Airborne 

Division paraded past the reviewing stand and saluted the family of Private Mackall. 

Then ni ne planeloads of troops from Colonel Robert Sink's 506th Parachute Infantry 

conducted a mass jump24 for the assembled visitors. The ceremony's grand finale, a 

series of glider landings on the airfield runways, also thrilled the crowd, a1though the 

mas s parachute drop was a tough act to follow. 

At the end of their day as guests of General Chapman, ihe members of the 

late Private Mackall's family boarded a train for the return trip to Ohio. After 

escorting their mother home, Privates Bernard and Gerald Mackall reported back to 

their duty stations. Thirteen months later, both brothers went ashore as part of the 

Allied invasion force at Normandy. Less than three weeks after landing in France, 

Bernard saw his brother Gerald killed in action. Today, Privates Tommy and Gerald 

Mackalllie buried side by side in a family plot located in the town of East Palestine, 

Ohio. Camp Mackall was closed down in 1945, but the memory of Tommy Mackall 

lives on in Wellsville, Ohio, where Veterans of Foreign Wars Post 5647 has been 

named in his honor.25 

MORE TRAINING 

When Marshall activated the 82nd and 101 st Airborne Divisions, on August 

15, 1942, his intent was to incorporate them in the cross-Channel invasion, called 

ROUNDUpl, or in operations in France following the invasion. Because General Lee 

and his parachute outfit, the 502nd Regiment, commanded by George Howell, were 
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senior in terms of airborne experience, Marshall decreed that the 101 st Airborne 

Division would be the first airborne outfit committed to combat. 

ln January 1943 President Roosevelt and Churchill and the combined allied 

military staffs met for a conference at Casablanca. They had two principal objectives 

at Casablanca: to "kick Eisenhower upstairs" and insert British land, air and sea 

commanders immediately under him to conduct the campaign in Tunisia; and to gain 

approval for an expansion of the Mediterranean operations to include an invasion of 

Sicily after Tunisia had been captured and, perhaps later, an invasion of Italy? 

Despite the most strenuous objections of Marshall, who knew that further operations 

in the Mediterranean Theater would delay ROUNDUP, the British views prevailed. 

Eisenhower was indeed kicked upstairs, and a decision to invade Sicily, Operation 

RUSKY, which would immediately follow victory in Tunisia, was agreed upon. One 

of Marshall's key war planners who attended the conference wrote: "We came, we 

listened, and we were conquered." 3 

Atter the Casablanca conference, however, Marshall made two important 

changes in his plane for airborne operations. First, he decided that airborne force 

would be employed in RUSKY, the invasion of Sicily and second, he ruled that not 

the 101S
\ but the 82nd

, would be assigned to Rusky and thus go into combat first.4 

This news came to the division in early February 1943, Ridgway would say that did 

not know why Marshall switched the 82nd for 101 S\ but others believed it was 

because Ridgway pressed Marshall to let him go first and because Ridgway was one 

of "Marshall's boys." 

The news hit the division with the force of a bombshell. RUSKY had initially 

been set for about June 10.5 It was later delay a month. Ridgway had about 120 days 

to finish training the division in airborne operations and get it to North Atrica, from 

whence it would stage for RUSKY. Not only that, Ridgway had to draw up a 

complex war pIan and integrated this plane with those being generated in 

Washington and Eisenhower's headquarters in North Atrica. It seemed impossible 

that aU could be done on such short notice. 

The weakest links in the scheme were the glider regiments. Owning to the 

acute shortage of gliders and glider pilots, there had been no time to properly train 

the division gliderists. Moreover, although gliders were already being shipped to 

North Atrica, some of them were being earmarked for the British, and it seemed 

doubtful that there would be enough gliders by D day to lift both Rarry Lewis' 32Sth 

92 



and Cutler's 326th regiments from North Mrica to Sicily. Mi1itary prudence dictated 

the solution to this problem, and it caused another drastic reorganization of the 

division. 

The previous regimental structure of the division's infantry was reversed on 

February 12, 1943.6 They would have to substitute a parachute regiment for one of 

the glider regiments, changing the division make-up from one parachute regiment 

and two glider regiments to two parachute regiments and one glider regiment. 7 Here 

Ridgway faced another wrenching decision: which glider regiment to let go? Both 

regiments had been with the division since its inception; Ridgway had helped create 

them. To now lop off one would be like losing an arm. However, there was no time 

for sentimentality; not an hour to lose. Ridgway chose to retain Harry Lewis' 32Sth 

Regiment. On February 12, 1943, Cutler's 326th Regiment, but not its glider artillery, 

was transferred out of the division, and eventually sent to yet another new airborne 

division which was being activated, the 13th Airborne Division.8 A1though others 

were planned, the 13th Airborne Division activated on August 13, 1943 was the fifth 

and last American airborne division to be created in World War 11.9 

To replace the 326t\ Ridgway drew the SOSth Parachute Infantry Regiment, 

which was commanded by a young West Pointer, James Maurice Gavin, and which 

came with the 4S6th Parachute Artillery Battalion, commanded by Harrison B. 

Harden, Jr. Activated on June 2S, 1942, the SOS had been in existence for about six 

months and was based nearby at Camp Hoffman, North Carolina. lO Ridgway could 

not have been more pleased. He had met Gavin and knew that under Gavin's 

leadership the SOS was the best of all the parachute regiments. He immediately got 

off a letter to Gavin "warmly" welcoming the SOSth to the 82nd Airborne Division, 

making a point to say that the SOSth was "highly regarded." 

During the thirties Gavin became an expert in military history and strategy. 

By the spring of 1940, coincident with the German Blitzkrieg through the Low 

Countries and France, he was an instructor at West Point in the Tactical Department, 

submitting artic1es to "Infantry Journal." 

The German parachute operation In 1940 attracted Gavin, as did several 

artic1es by Bill Lee in Infantry Journal. Bill Ryder, commanding the original fifty

man parachute test platoon, was a good friend; they had served together in the 

Phi1ippines. In Apri11941, Gavin applied for duty with Miley's newly forming SOlSt 

Battalion. ll The West Point superintendent disapproved the request because Gavin 
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had only been at West Point one year and because, the superintendent wrote, Gavin 

"so far as I know is not peculiarly fitted for this type of duty.,,12 However, a very 

deterrnined Gavin pulled strings in the War Department, and on August 1, 1941, he 

arrived at Fort Benning for paratroop training.13 He proved to be more than 

peculiarly fitted for paratrooper duty, but one of the very best. After graduating from 

parachute school, he briefly commanded a parachute company. However, when Bill 

Lee had an opportunity to take his full measure, he pulled Gavin into his 

headquarters staff, where, among other duties, Gavin was detailed to write the first 

manual for "The Employment of Airborne Forces.,,14 Soon promoted to chief 

planning and training officer, Gavin was a natural choice to command one of the 

parachute regiments when they were created in the spring of 1942. After a brief crash 

course at the Command and General Staff School, Gavin assumed command of SOS 

in July, 1942 and was soon promoted to full colonel.15 

He recalled joining the division: "The SOSth Parachute Regiment had moved 

to Fort Bragg on March 9, 1943, and there had joined the 82nd Airborne Division. 

Although our training had been intense and the troops were in fine physical 

condition, the regiment was far from ready to combat. A short time after our arrival 

at Fort Bragg we had a visitor from the United Kingdom, Sir Anthony Eden. After he 

inspected a SOSth Honor Guard, he looked directly into my eyes, grasped my hand, 

and said with a slight touch of emotion, 'Good luck.' As fleeting as the moment was, 

I have never know another exactly like it. He knew something that I didn't know, and 

it scared me just a bit and made the moment one I would never forget. He knew that 

we, green as we were, in four months' time would take on the battle-seasoned 

Wehrmacht by spearheading the assault onto the island of Sicily.,,16 

The SOSth may well have been one of the best-trained and most highly 

motivated regiments the Army had ever fielded. "They were awesome,,,17 an 82nd 

Airborne Division staffer recalled. "Every man a done of Gavin. Tough? God they 

were tough! No just in the field, but twenty-four hours a day. Off-duty they'd move 

into a bar in little groups and if everyone there didn't get down on their knees in 

adoration, they'd simply tear the place up. Destroy it. And God help the 'straight 

legs' they came across.,,18 Doc Eaton thought he had never seen such ki11ers. They 

reminded him 'of a pack of jackals.' 

Gavin stood by his men with unflinching loyalty. Once, while the regiment 

was training at Fort Benning, Georgia, one of his troopers had been arrested for 
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having sexual intercourse with a young lady on the lawn of the courthouse in nearby 

Phoenix City, Alabama. The Fort Benning post commander had been outraged by 

this indecency and had demanded to know what Gavin was going to do about it. 

Gavin's icy reply: "In view of the fact that that young man will be asked to give his 

life for his country in the next few months, I suggest we give him a medal.,,19 The 

off-duty horseplay and macho games were not confined to the enlisted men. Gavin 

remembered his officers as equally rowdy. "When we were in training, the boys were 

a pretty wild bunch. There was this thing they did to show how though they were. 

They'd have a few drinks at the Officers' Club and start jumping off high places, like 

the ba1cony onto the dance floor. Then, after a few more drinks, they' d start jumping 

out of the second floor bathroom window, which was about the size of a door on a C-

47. They'd get so wild they'd have to send the MPs to the Officers' Club to keep the 

peace.,,20 

Gavin had imbued the 505th with such remarkable esprit and pride that the 

magnified manifold. Some believed that the 505th never was fully integrated, that it 

stubbornly clung to its own proud identity. A couple of typical incidents were 

remembered by Bill Moorman:" A young lieutenant came up to Ridgway and saluted 

and said, 'Sir, Colonel Gavin sends his compliments and told us he wants us to 

cooperate to the utmosl with the 82nd Division.' Ridgway was flabbergasted. 'What 

do you mean, cooperate?' he said. 'You're part of the 82nd Division!,,21 Once, when 

bob Hope came to entertain the 82nd Division, by chance his first audience was 

composed entirely of the 505th regiment: "Hope walked out on the stage, grabbed the 

mike and said, 'Well, 1'm certainly happy to be here today with the famous 82nd 

Division!' The men jumped up shouting vehemently, 'No! No! 505 ... 505 ... 505.' 

Hope was dumbfounded. He said, 'Isn't this the 82nd?, The men shouted back, 'No! 

No! The 505 ... the 50S! '" 22 

According to Moorman, the parachutists of the 505 regarded Harry Lewis' 

gliderists with utmost scorn. One of Ridgway's morale-building orders therefore 

became particularly unpopular: "The gliderists wore plain shoes, canvas leggings 

and a glider patch insignia. That included most of the 82nd ,s headquarters staff, who 

would go into combat in gliders. Not toot flashy. So Ridgway put out an order that 

anyone who made one parachute jump could wear jump boots and the parachute 

insignia. You can believe that just above every staffer, no matter how terrified, made 

that jump and then swanked around in those high polished jump boots. 1'11 guarantee 
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you I got mine as soon as the order came down. The paratroopers in the 505 who'd 

each made at least five jumps in school to qualify, and get jump boots and badges, 

took great exception to this order. One of them put up a notice on the 505 bulletin 

board, aping Ridgway's order almost word by word, which said: 'Any man in the 

505 who makes one glider ride shall be entitled to wear shoes and canvas 

leggings. ,,,23 

The merge of the 505 into the 82nd Airborne Division had brought together 

under one tent three remarkable officers: Ridgway, Taylor and Gavin. They were a 

rare breed: magnetic, handsome, dynamic, literate, ambitious. They were products of 

West Point and the peacetime Army, but each was an individualist with a powerful 

ego and distinct style of leadership. They frequently clashed, and some of these 

clashes would open deep wounds. Bill Moorman, who often saw them together 

during the war, defined their differences with his usual pungent wit: "Ridgway would 

cut your throat and then burst into tears. Taylor would cut your throat and think 

nothing about iL Gavin would cut your throat and then laugh." 24 

General Lee endeavored to keep his men interested and alert through the 

period when the drudgery of training was at its worst. That fall and winter the units 

of the 101 st Airborne Division were going through not one arduous training program, 

but several of them simultaneously. The training situation was especially unusual in 

that Generals Lee and Ridgway, both now wearing two starts, had been made 

responsible to General Lee's successor in the Airborne Command, Brigadier General 

Chapman. But the three generals knew each other well and got along with no more 

than minimum difficulties. 

Training plans were laid down in an Airborne Command order of November 

4, 1942.25 Excerpts from it are quoted at length because, whether they were aware of 

it or not, it was at that time probably the most important document in the lives of the 

men in the 101 st Airborne Division: "Training will be conducted in three phases as 

follows: (1) Individual Training-13weeks (2) Unit Training-13weeks (3) Combined 

Training-ll weeks. AH units will follow applicable parts of this directive except as 

indicated: (1) Individuals taking special parachute, riggers, communication, and 

demolitions courses at the Parachute School will be brought to the training level of 

their organization, by special courses of instruction if necessary by the end of the unit 

training phase. (2) The 82nd and 101 st Airborne Divisions (less Parachute Infantry 

Regiment) will begin the 6th week of unit training on November 9, 1942, and follow 
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this directive, as applicable, thereafter. (3) The 502nd and 504th Infantry Parachute 

Regiments will continue theirs present training programs until their parents divisions 

enter the combined training phase, when each will follow this directive. (4) 

Parachute artillery battalions will continue jumping of personnel so that each 

parachutist jumps at least once a month. 

Individual training: During the 13 week of individual training all troops will 

be hardened physically and mentally to withstand modern combat requirements. AH 

individuals will be conditioned to withstand extreme fatigue, loss of sleep, limited 

rations and existence in the field with only the equipment that can be carried by 

parachute, glider, or transport aircraft. An indication of individual proficiency and a 

basis of test is considered the ability to make a continuously foot march of twenty

five mile s in eight hours, a five miles march in one hour and a nine mile march in 

two hours, with full equipment. Men will be mentally and physicaHy conditioned for 

battle field environment by obstacle courses that overtax endurance as well as 

muscular and mental reactions, by passage of wire obstacles so situated as to permit 

overhead fire, by a night fighting course with sound only as an indication of danger, 

and a street fighting course with booby traps and sudden-appearing targets. Live 

ammunition will be employed in all three tests. 

Unit training: By the end of 9th week of unit training Infantry bat1alions will 

be able to function efficiently, by day or night, independently or reinforced. The unit 

training phase of infantry battalions will include tactical exercises in which the 

battalion is supported by a battery of field artillery. During unit training, combat 

firing exercises, emphasizing infiltration tactics, rapid advance, and continuous fire 

support will be planned to conclude each phase. 

Combined training: Regimental combat team and divisional tactical exercises 

will be held dur ing this period. Tactical situations which required the complete staff 

planning of an airborne attack will be the background of each problem, but the 

paramount importance of the ground operation will be impresses on staffs and troops, 

all problems to be solved will envision, or will actually require, the presence of 

appropriate troop carrier and air support units. 

Airborne Training: The Airborne Command will furnish instructional teams 

to each basic airborne operational procedure. Thereafter, divisions will continue 

training in transport aircraft and gliders which will be furnished on request to this 

headquarters. Flying command post exercises and divisional airborne problems will 
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be conducted by divisions during the combined training phase m keeping with 

availability of aircrafts.,,26 

Such was the order. There was a great deal of confusion in working it out. 

New men were arriving constantly, some with basic training already under their 

belts, others still needing it. Old men were leaving for Fort Benning and jump school. 

Others were retuming from Fort Benning to take up training where they had left it off 

six weeks before. Equipment shortages were a headache every step of the way. In 

spite of aH this the unit training phase was completed January 3, 1943, and the 101st 

Airbome Division embarked on combined training January 18.27 ln the sense of the 

schedule laid down by ABC, this was never completed. Here is how it went 

according to the historian of the 37ih Parachute Field Artillery Battalion: "Training 

at first consisted, not by choice, of physical training, long marches and judo, together 

with a review of infantry tactics, carbine instruction, gas precautions, and other 

subjects from basic training cycle. Material necessary for field artillery training just 

wasn't available. Four pack howitzers were finaUy secured on loan from the test 

battalion of Airbome Command, on which ba1teries of that battalion rotated with 

other batteries of Division Artillery in the training of gun crew. It was not until 

December that the battalion was issued its own howitzers. The training received on 

the borrowed guns, however, was so effective that a successful service was carried 

out the same month.,,28 

By February this battalion was considered capable of carrying on its own 

program and was released from ABC supervision. In March it started its combat 

team relationship with the 502nd
, a working arrangement that was to hold good 

through the war. By April its airbome training had progresses so far that it was 

making battery jumps with fuH equipment. And in May it brought off the first 

artillery battalion jump in the history of the American Army?9 

Much of this training did not take place at Fort Bragg at aH. Beginning about 

December 8, aH the glider units spent two months apiece at the Laurinburg-Maxton 

Anny Air Base in North Carolina, leaming the secrets of the glider ride, and making 

first flights. As the 321st describes that training: "At two o'clock in the moming you 

were just as apt to be found loading gliders as sleeping. NaturaHy, this was aU done 

with fuH field equipment on top of an overcoat, including arms and steel helmets. 

The operation usuaUy took place in complete blackout and strict silence. It was only 

five mile s from to the airport, so we invariably walked. If it happened that you 
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couldn't go to the airport, you simply had to figure those Centers of Gravity again. 

They could only be done at night. Did anyone ever hear of the 321 st doing its figuring 

in the daytime? There was too much training to be done. Cannoneers Hop, the vital 

factor in winning the war, along with pulling those wooden-wheeled 75's across 

plowed fields with drag ropes, had to be done in the light of day. How did you know 

that in the years to come you would always have light to load your glider? Also that 

you would have two or three days instead of the twenty minutes then allowed?" 30 

Such absent training was especially hard on the Quartermaster Company 

which had a day-to-day supply job to do at Fort Bragg. But its men did leam both 

ground and aerial supply, including the packaging of materials for dropping. And 

they leamed how to fight. The engineers' training was different from ordinary 

instruction because their equipment would always be limited to what was 

transportable by parachute, glider or plane. The emphasis was on demolitions, 

construction of roadblocks and tank traps, mine-field clearance, and, finally, fighting. 

Few division engineers were to have as much chance to fight as those of the 101 st 

Airbome Division. The training of the Engineer Parachute Company culminated 

March 9, in the attack on the Chapel Hill airport in North Carolina.31 This was the 

first time the men had jumped with demolitions. No one exploded. The 502nd made 

several battalions jumps on the filed at Spout Springs. The anti-aircraft batteries of 

the 81 st went to Camp Davis and Fort Fisher on the North Carolina coast for their 

range work.32 Along with the antitank batteries they subsequently leamed combat 

team work with the infantry regiments. The Signal Company worked to teach 

everybody to do everything. Emphasis at this time was on radio, for it was not until 

after the Tennessee maneuvers that the division realized that wire was to be the 

mainstay of its communications. The Medical Company received normal training, 

except that it had to leam how to get along without the ambulance s such a company 

would ordinarily have. Techniques were developed to convert jeeps and captured 

vehicles to the little-bearing job. The 101 st Airbome Division was able to complete 

most of the training plans and was certainly well-trained and well-prepared when its 

tum came for the test of battle in June 1944. 
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AIRBORNE MANEUVERS 

The two Airborne Divisions, 82nd and 101 st, took part in an exercise in Texas 

in 1942 and in Carolinas in 1943. Culmination of efforts in joint training was the 

staging of large-scale maneuvers. There was only one extensive exercise during 

1942, the air1anding maneuver of the Second Infantry Division, spearheaded by 

parachute troopS.l Basically, the Second Division maneuver represented a series of 

logistical exercises to established facts and figures on what proportion of a triangular 

infantry division could be transported by air and how much of a troop carrier force 

would be required for its transportation. Preparatory to the actual air1anding 

exercises, instruction teams from Airborne Command went to Fort Sam Houston to 

conduct training in loading procedures in airplane mock-ups, to organize the units 

into air-transportable combat teams, to supervise staff work in the detailed planning 

for air movement, and to effect the necessary coordination with Air Force troop 

carrier units. Mter a number of preliminary problems to established fundamentals, 

there was a flying command post exercise. Finally came the air-movement, by 

combat team, of the division. The problem involved the seizure of three airfields at 

Bracketville, Eagle Pass, and DeI Rio, Texas. First came the participating parachute 

troops to clear the fields. Then the air-transported infantry landed with heavy 

weapons, jeeps and trailers, motorcycles, and supplies. Troop carrier planes then 

returned for additionalloads. On the second day, gliders landed with more troops and 

equipment, and aircraft flew resupply missions. Then they began the fourth phase of 

the operation, evacuating the "casua1ties" and later evacuating the whole force. 

Available aircraft could lift only a combat team at a time, but 104 plane s flew a to tal 

of 10,635 hours in the exercises; the C-47's delivered 1,100 tons of equipment and 

supplies.2 The maneuver pointed up the essential need for cooperation in every phase 

of planning and execution. It indicated the desirability of having a single task force 

commander for united control. 

A colorful demonstration by the 82nd and 101 st Airborne Divisions and their 

troop carriers, supported by combat aviation and heavy arti1lery units, using live 

ammunition, in March 1943, left observers favorably impressed. It was in the time 

when Chief of Staff George C Marshall and Winston Churchill were visiting Fort 

Jackson in South Carolina. General James M. Gavin recalls: "We were told that the 

Chief of Staff wanted all the visitors in the stands, including Churchill and Marshall, 
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to be given walkie-talkies with which they would hear the commands being given by 

the jumpmasters in the planes at the time of the drop. The air armada had to take off 

from Pope Field at Fort Bragg, North Carolina, about 120miles north of Fort 

Jackson, approximately two hours ahead of the arrival of the distinguished visitors. 

The level of training would permit aircraft to fly in V of threes, each V following the 

other in tandem, making an air column about 75miles long., with considerable 

confusion at the tail end caused by changes in behavior of the aircraft up front. To 

put his column into the air in such form as to have it arrived precisely over the Drop 

Zone, allowing for wind conditions both en route and during the drop, was a rather 

chancy business. But it turned out well and visitors seemed please. The one thing that 

couldn't be done was to provide radios on the same frequency and with the ability to 

pick up the jumpmasters' commands. We spent most of the night before the 

demonstration experimenting with numerous radio s both in the airplane and on the 

ground, and their performance simply wasn't up to what was required. We checked 

back with the war Department, and they insisted that the Chief of Staff had seen such 

a thing do ne at Fort Benning a month or two before and he wanted a repeat 

performance. We checked the Airborne School at Fort Benning; they knew nothing 

about it. We finally settled on having a trooper concealed in the woods on the far side 

of the Drop Zone; as he saw the first man jump, he gaye the proper commands. The 

jump was a dramatic affair. The field the troopers were to land on was small, about 

the size of a football field, and it was hard-packed day. Along one side were 

bleachers in which sat Prime Minister Churchill, General Marshall, Field Marshal Sir 

John Dill, and number of junior officers. As the long air armada could be seen 

approaching over the horizon at a low altitude, one could feel the tension and 

excitement. The first three planes came over the field; troopers tumbled out of them 

and landed right in front of the audience. In fact, I was a bit concerned that some of 

them might land in the stands. They quickly recovered the bundles containing their 

machine guns, mortars, and demolitions, threw these weapons over their shoulders, 

and ran by the stands to occupy combat positions off the field. It was obvious to 

everyone that the troopers themselves were in a high state of excitement, and feeling 

transmitted itself at once to everyone present. When one planeload dropped about 

half a mile short of the Drop Zone, the announcer simply dismissed it as a patrol that 

was following the prepared pIan. It was the most successful drop, both in size and 
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accuracy, we had ever made. The Prime minister and his party seemed pleased with 

what they had seen." 3 

After the visitors had seen the parachute drops, the glider landings, the 

aggressive ground attack, and "capture" of Pope Field as a base of landing of air

transported infantry, they highly praised this evidence of cooperation and close 

coordination between the airborne and Air Force elements participating, and also 

expressed the opinion that the airborne units were approaching, the stage of readiness 

for combat. Closer examination, however, revealed much to be desired in training 

proficiency. Only three day,s after the big demonstration, a command inspection 

revealed that the 82nd Airborne Division had "had insufficient combined training in 

the field" and required "maneuver experience" before it could be "considered fully 

prepared for combat duty." 4 

Aside from the demonstration mentioned above, the only joint maneuvers in 

which the units of the 82nd Airborne Division were able to participate before their 

departure overseas in April 1943 were a regimental jump by the SOSth Parachute 

Infantry at Camden, South Carolina, and one by the S04th Parachute Infantry at 

Myrtle Beach, South Carolina.5 

Gavin's SOSth became the first regiment of the 82nd Airborne Division to jump 

en masse. This event, which employed about 130 C47s aimed at three separate Drop 

Zones near Camden, South Carolina, was on the whole a smashing success, the 

82nd ,s most notable training achievement.6 But it was marred by a new and 

unforeseen tragedy. As the paratroopers were leaping from the transport s in tight 

formation, one of the oncoming C-47s lost power on both engines owing to a 

mechanical failure and dropped precipitously, running into a mass of the descending 

paratroopers. Three men were rammed in midair and cut to pieces by the propellers 

before the C-47 finally made a forced landing in a field. One of the paratroopers who 

was in the sky that day remarked: "This rare and unfortunate accident shook the hell 

out of everybody." 7 

Tucker's S04th laid on a similar mass jump aimed at Drop Zones ne ar Myrtle 

Beach, South Carolina.8 AH men boarded the planes in high spirits, but when the 

plane s neared the Drop Zones, a heavy fog rolled in over the coast. In such 

conditions the drop was ruled "too hazardous" and was canceled. AH planes returned 

to bases with full loads of deeply disappointed paratroopers. For many the landing 

was a unique experience: they had never been up in a plane except to jump out of it. 
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AH training exerdses had to be curtailed about April 1, in order to get the 

division ready for shipment to North Mrica.9 General Ridgway would later say that 

"no division that left the States for batt1e had been torn up and put back together so 

frequently and no ne had less time to train.,,10 He would estimate the 82nd Airborne 

Division was committed to combat with about a third the training given most 

divisions. Even Gavin was worried. The 5051
\ he judged, "was far from ready to 

combat."ll 

The weakest outfit in the division was the 3251hy The men were unhappy at 

being gliderists, overshadowed by the glamorous and well-paid paratroopers with 

their flashy boots and parachute badges. The regimental commander, Harry Lewis, 

remained quixotic and controversial. At the last minute, he astonished his officers by 

inviting them to submit list of fellow officers whom they believed would not be 

reliable in combat. 

There was another problem, a very grave one. Although Ridgway held the 

commanding officer of the 52nd Troop Carrier Wing, Brigadier General Harold L 

"Hal" Clark, in highest esteem, he was dissatisfied with the level of training in 

Clark's unit. There had simply not been time enough to fuHy train the pilots in 

airborne tactics, especiaHy in the precise formation flying and pinpoint navigation 

required for effective parachute and glider tow operations. Of particular concern to 

Ridgway were the abysmally low scores the airmen had received on night operations. 

Maintaining tight formations and finding Drop Zones in complete darkness had 

proved to be extremely difficult and often impossible for most of the green pilots. 

Disaster after disaster had ensued in the night exercises, with airmen scattering 

paratroopers all over North Carolina. Mter clo se consultations with Hal Clark, 

Ridgway finally reached the drastic conclusion that night jump into Sidly were "not 

practicable and would be foolhardy, because the 52nd Wing was not capable of 

conducting night operations and no one knows this better than Wing Commander 

Clark.,,13 

On April 20, 1943, the entire 82nd Airborne Division, disguised as a non-jump 

outfit, had secretly left Fort Bragg aboard troop trains.14 AlI distinctive items of 

airborne clothing and equipment, including jump suits and boots, had been carefully 

removed and hidden from the public's view during the train trip northward. Mter a 

week at Camp Edwards, Massachusetts, where they had to go through the ordeal of 

pretending not to be an airborne outfit, the troops were herded aboard trains that took 
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thern to waiting ships on Staten Island, New York and in Hoboken, New Jersey. 

Loaded down with heavy barracks bags, they boarded three transports. The Red 

Cross girls were there landing out chocolates bars, hot coffee, and of course, 

doughnuts! The gray troopships slipped frorn their moorings and sailed in convoy 

early on the morning of April 29, 1943.15 The 82nd Airborne Division began its 

journey to North Africa. 

On May 10, after eleven days at sea, the convoy arrived at Casablanca, 

Morocco, and this was the division's introduction to the European Theater of 

Operations. 16 Ridgway formed up the division and then marched it four and half 

miles to a wasteland staging area north of the city. The division bivouacked there in 

tents and had a meal of C rations. Doc Eaton recalled turning on the radio the first 

night ashore and getting Berlin-Axis Sally: "She was just saying, 'Welcome to 

Africa, Matt Ridgway and your boys.' Just that quick. It sort of shocked yoU.,,17 Two 

days latter, the division set off four Oujda, some four hundred miles east, traveling 

by truck and train. 

General Gavin remembered: "The 82nd Airborne Division departed from Fort 

Bragg in late Apri11943. After an uneventful Atlantic crossing it was off Casablanca 

on May 10, and the fist man stepped ashore at 3:15 p.m. The division rnoved to a 

staging area north of the city, where it remained for three days. That was followed by 

a move by truck and rail to Oujda in western Algeria, near Spanish Moroccan border. 

This rnove also was uneventful, except for some complains from Eisenhower' s 

headquarters that the troops had been shooting insulators off the telephone lines that 

paralleled the railroad tracks, thus interfering with the communications of the higher 

headquarters. We arrived in Oujda on schedule, pitched a tent camp, and settled 

down to two months of intensive training preparatory to parachuting into Sicily. A 

day or so after our arrival, General Matthew Ridgway, the Division Commander of 

the 82nd Airborne Division, told me that we were to parachute into Sicily on the night 

of July 9. Since there was sufficient airlift for only one reinforced regimental combat 

team, he had decided to give the mission to the 505th Parachute Infantry. It would 

have with it the 464th Parachute Artillery Battalion, the 3rd Battalion of the 504th 

Parachute Infantry, and B Company of the 30ih Airborne Engineers. The landing 

was to be rnade under a full moon, close to midnight. I have always remembered 

looking at the moon that night as it rose, knowing that the second tirne it was full we 

would jump in to combat. Even today I never see a full moon rise without thinking of 
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its combat meaning. A few weeks later arrangements were made for me to fly to 

Malta and there join an R.A.F. fighter pilot on a reconnaissance of the Drop Zones, 

on the night of June 9, one month before D-day. Knowing the exact date of our 

mission gaye a tremendous stimulation to our desire to train, but we soon leamed that 

there was little time available for training." 18 

The American GI was consigned to many hellholes in North Africa, but the 

tent cities near Oujda ranked among the most miserable. A division historian 

described it as the "worst dust bowl in Africa, where every day at mealtimes a 

hurricane wind blew sand and dust through the camp.,,19 Ridgway, who had chosen 

the site himself, remembered it as a "fiery fumace, where the hot wind carried a fine 

dust that clogged the nostrils, bumed the eyes, and cut into the throat like an 

abrasive. The wind and terrain were our worst enemies.,,20 The men took Atabrine as 

an antidote to malaria, but dysentery stmck every man. An officer in the 32Sth 

recalled: "We went through a terrible period in this tough, no-man's land. It was so 

bad they had to change the training schedule. Every moming we got up and took a 

pill to stop diarrhea. It sealed us for about eight hours during the day. We trained 

early in the moming, stayed in our bunks for about two hours during the heat of the 

day, then trained again in the late aftemoon. You'd be lying on your bunk with your 

butt on one end and your head at the other and you just shot both ways. 

Unbelievable. The other thing I remember so vividly were the flies. You had to go 

through the mess line one-hand, fanning flies from your food in the mess kit with the 

other hand. Then you had to eat in a kind of circular motion; fanning flies, lifting 

your fork. If you let a fly land on your food, you'd had it. Ten more flies would land 

while you were trying to pick up the first one.,,21 

The divisions Command Post "opened for business" on May 12, about two 

months prior to RUSKY D day.22 One of its first transactions was not a happy one. 

Edson Raff's S09th battalion, which had participated in the early TORCR operations 

and which was now commanded by Doyle Yardley, was attached administratively to 

the division.23 By now the troopers of the S09th were hardened and cocky veterans 

who had been in North Africa for six months. Accustomed to the good life in the bars 

and brothels of Algiers, they resented being banished to remote, austere Oujda, 

taking orders from an outfit that had had yet to hear a shot fired in anger. "This outfit 

was a headache from the minute it arrived," an 82nd staffer observed, "and it never 

did get integrated into the division.,,24 
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From North Africa on July 9,1943, General Gavin's 505th Parachute Infantry 

jumped into Sicily ahead of the seaborne landings of the U.S. 1st Infantry Division 

and learned some of the problems resulting from a scattered drop.25 The following 

night the 504th dropped as reinforcements on to an airstrip in friendly hands, but 

tragically lost 23 aircraft, shot down by their own army and navy guns.26 On the 

same two nights the British 1st Airborne Division landed by glider and parachute 

ahead of the Eight Army and experienced similar problems of dispersion, caused by 

poor navigation. Both divisions returned to their North African bases. Then, in 

September the British 1st Airborne division sailed for an amphibious landing at 

Taranto in Italy, the 504th and 505th Parachute Infantry parachuted successfully into 

the Salerno bridgehead as reinforcements and the 2nd Battalion 509th Parachute 

Infantry dropped at Avellino, 20miles from the beach-head.27 The battalion was 

scattered over a hundred square miles and failed in its task, but happily 510 of the 

640 who had jumped got back to Allied lines. 

On December 9, 1943, the 82nd Airborne Division landed at Belfast, Northern 

Ireland, leaving behind in the Anzio beach-head the 504th Parachute Infantry.28 The 

504th took an active and effective part in the fighting at Anzio and eventually 

rejoined the division in England in May 1944, but were too weak at that tirne to take 

part in the OVERLORD operations. 

On January 14, 1944, Brigadier General Howell's 2nd Airborne Brigade, 

consisting of the 50ih and 508th Parachute Infantry regiments, arrived frorn the U.S. 

and joined the 82nd Airborne Division in Northern Ireland?9 In mid February the 

whole division moved over to the are a of Nottingham-Leicester-Market Harborough 

in the English Midlands where they were doser to the troop-carrier airfields.3o 

Intensive training began again, a parachute school was opened to train replacements, 

and glider pilots and troops exercised together with W ACO and Horsa gliders. 

The 101st Airborne Division's first trip from Fort Bragg, North Carolina, 

involving the entire division was a ten-day affair taking place the latter part of March 

1943 in the Southern Pine s area?l Here the 101st used its parachute elements to the 

full for the first time. That not all parachutists landed where they were supposed to is 

obvious from the following receipt: "J.D. McLeod, of Hoffman, North Carolina, for 

and in consideration of one bag of cement, value ninety cents, thirty-five bricks, 

value one dollar and seventy-five cents, and three bundles of shingles, value three 

dollars and fifty cents, total value six dollars and fifteen cents, receipt of which is 
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hereby acknowledged, do hereby forever release Pvt. Earl F. McGrath, Headquarters 

Company, Third Battalion, the 506th Parachute Infantry, The United States 

government, and any and aH agencies thereof from any and aH claims and damages 

to my property arising out of Pvt. Earl F. McGrath landing on my roof March 31, 

1943, and kicking aforementioned chimney therefrom." 32 

In May 1943 a maneuver was scheduled in the Carolina area which would be 

the first large-scale maneuver in which air and ground have worked together to 

utilize the characteristics of an airborne division. The maneuver was to go through 

five phases: "(1) establishment of an airhead by a parachute combat team in a night 

landing; (2) reinforcement of the airhead secured in Phase I with the parachute 

landing of another regiment and the gilder landing of a composite battalion of 

artillery, antiaircraft and antitank units at dawn; (3) seizure of an airfield by a 

parachute combat team and glider troops, and a regimental vertical envelopment of 

enemy position; (4) seizure of an airfield by an attacking force and reinforcement by 

the remainder of the division brought in by air transport and glider shuttle; (5) a 

coordinated attack by the division. At the conclusion of the exercise, most observers 

agreed upon the need for more of the same. Both the training of the pilots and the 

ground training of the airborne troops left something to be desired. One conclusion 

was that the "maneuvers which involved the 101 st Airborne Division demonstrated 

for the first time in this country the tactical use of an Airborne division. The 

greenness of the pilots flying the planes which towed the gliders and carried the 

paratroopers was the biggest flaw in the maneuvers. Several elements of the units 

participating did not reach the proper are because of the pilots' inability to locate it 

from the air. General McNair felt that technical training peculiar to airborne units 

had been emphasized to the detriment of training in ground combat. 

Security measures and organization and control immediately after landing had 

not been satisfactory, but on the other hand, it could be said that the battalions 

compared favorably with those of an infantry division on first maneuvers, and it was 

concluded: 'Considering that this was the first effort of a large airborne unit moving 

tacticaHy, it was highly successful. The 101 st Airborne division moved over 7000 

troops 120 miles by air in 32hours. '" 33 

Hardly had the Carolina maneuvers been concluded when plans were being 

completed for the participation of the 101 st Airborne Division in Tennessee 

maneuvers during June and July 1943.This time there were three problems, but 
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exercises were not of the magnitude of the earlier operations in Carolina. Now only 

two groups of troop carriers were on hand instead of three as before, and one of 

those, because of its state of training and shortage of aircraft, was available only for 

limited use. The Troop carrier Command turned down a request of the Airborne 

Command for use of this partially trained group through July in maneuvers, and in 

troop carrier headquarters the though was expresses that "as long as the Airborne 

Command has and outfit in this country awaiting shipment, they will want at least 

one group to play with, whether its training has been completed or not." 34 

Deficiencies which had appeared in the earlier maneuvers were not entirely 

absent in Tennessee. In glider operations particularly, poor control indicated 

inadequate air discipline and training. A new development technique grew out of the 

maneuvers: are a dropping of parachute troops, though apparently the practice was 

not used offensively in combat operations. This procedure substituted the selection of 

alternate airfields within a given area for the earlier practice of specifying a particular 

field as the Drop Zone. Consideration had been given to this since the Carolina 

maneuvers, and unfavorable weather conditions in Tennessee made its use almost 

mandatory. On the whole the new method showed promise. One thing in particular 

which General McNair at Army Ground Forces did not like to see was a suggestion 

that units had neglected ground combat training. When he received a report later that 

the 101 st Airborne Division was not up to training standards, he wrote. "I am not 

surprised about the 101 st Airborne Division. These tricks outfits practically without 

exception emphasize their tricks to the exclusion of sound basic and other training 

for everyday fighting. More power to you in correcting such deficiencies." 35 

On May 23 to 28, 1943, came the Camden maneuver, a small rehearsal for the 

big-time Tennessee affair that was to follow?6 Transport to Camden was by air, with 

gliders cutting loose and parachutists jumping over the target area. The very day the 

Camden maneuver ended the advance detail took off by plane for Tennessee. The 

101 st was about to enter the big league. This South Carolina maneuver was of course 

plagued by the shortages that afflicted all the Army at that time. Jeeps with orange 

cloths on them were tanks. Four sacks served as bazooka shells. But with all these 

disadvantages, many an officer and enlisted man from this exercise got his real idea 

of what this airborne fighting was about. What is remembered about aU such training 

was that it was rough. "We cheered when they told us we were going airborne, 
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because we didn't know any better" was the way one man put it ... "we thought that 

hikes were over, but they gaye us runs instead." 37 

This last was not precisely true. Hiking was then regarded by the training 

masters as one of the best possible conditioners, and the men of the 101 st got more 

than their share. Division news columns are full of accounts of hikes: " ... The 401 st 

Glider Infantry, commanded by Col. Joseph H. Harper, to ok a twenty-mile march 

with full field equipment and weapons without the loss of single man. The distance 

was covered in seven and one-half hours ... Demonstrating to the complete 

satisfaction of Maj. W. E. Barfield, unit commander, and other officers of the 

company that they are as rugged as any other airborne troopers, the men of the 326th 

Airborne Medical Company of the 'Eagle Division' completed a twenty-mile march 

recently in four hours and twenty minutes ... Ten miles in two hours is marching 

record of 81 st Battalion ... Company H of the 502nd Parachute Infantry completed a 

to tal of 145Vz miles in 57V4 hours marching time. The first thirty-three miles was 

covered in eleven hours, cross-country and over back roads at night ... " 38 

Members of the 506th Parachute Infantry regard June 10, 1943, the day of the 

attachment of their regiment to the Division, as the greatest day the Division ever 

had.39 There were many who would dispute this claim. Some detractors from 502nd 

insist to this day that the 506th was a rout-step outfit. But none would deny that the 

words colorful, rugged, unusual could be applied to it. It was the men of the 506th 

who to ok their reviews on the double, wearing blue trunks. It was the men of the 

506th who made those widely publicized marches in Georgia, from Camp Toccoa to 

Atlanta and from Atlanta to Fort Benning.4o Like the 502nd
, the 506th was modeled in 

the image of its commanding officer, Col. Robert F. Sink. Colonel Sink had run his 

regiment from the moment of its activation and was to continue to handle it all 

through its fighting days. More important, his men came to him direct from the 

reception centers. Most of them had only one commanding officer in the Army, 

"Bob" Sink. Colonel sink was a West Pointer, but no one would have guessed it from 

the unorthodox way in which he ran his regiment. The book went out the window 

when he undertook a job, and direct methods, intuition, and the individual ability of 

subordinates aH had their chance. 

With the 506th in tow, the Division left for Springfield, Tennessee, in early 

June.41 The two parachute regiments stationed at camp Campbell, Kentucky, and 

Evansville, Indiana, swung into action immediately. Attached to the Blue forces they 
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dropped behind the lines of the retreating Reds to establish roadblocks, destroy 

bridges and genera11y snarl Red communications. They were eventua11y captured, but 

not before they had given an awakening country some idea of the meaning of vertical 

envelopment. Commenting at a press conference on the paratroopers General MeN air 

said: "They, like the Rangers, are our problem children. They make a lot of money 

and they know they're good. This makes them a little temperamental but they're real 

soldiers." 42 

The entire Division participated in the last phase of Maneuver No.1, and in 

several phases of Maneuver No. 2. It came out a fighting team. This was the 

country's and the Army's first chance to see gliders used en masse. They measured 

up beautifu11y, this in spite of the fact that one of them gaye General Lee a good 

shaking-up and several fractured ribs. The inferiority-complexioned glidermen were 

inclined to ye11 "I told you so" when they learned that his first remark had been 

"Next time I'11 take a parachute.,,43 The maneuvers were not a11 work. Mention of 

Lake Wartrace brings back to many a man memories of a quite, if not a clean swim. 

Passes to Nashvi1le were frequent. With tbe feeling of a job we11 done, the Division 

entrained for Fort Bragg again on July 19. 44 

Acts of bravery during the maneuver had brought the division its second and 

third Soldier's Medal. Lt. Robert G. Gooda11 of the medical Company won one for 

rescuing a trooper who had dropped into a pond and was unable to extricate himself 

from the harness and equipment he was carrying. The other went to Sgt. George R. 

Puflett of the 506th for a similar rescue of drowning fe110w soldier. The Division's 

first Soldier's Medal had been awarded posthumously under more tragic 

circumstances. Near Fort Bragg glider infantrymen of the 401 st were crossing the 

Middle River on a tarpaulin raft. One fe11 overboard. Lt. Thomas E. Parlaman dived 

in after him. In the icy water Parlaman drowned. The man drifted to safety. 

The latter half of the Fort Bragg training and maneuvers had been under 

somewhat different direction. The January departure of Colonel Keerans to join the 

82nd Airborne Division left the post of Chief of Staff vacant. Lt. Col. Edward G. 

Herb of the Engineers filled the job temporarily, until it could be turned over to the 

former operations officer, Lt. Col. Gerald J. Higgins.45 Colonel Higgins was destined 

to hold this key spot during a11 the crucial days of training in the United States and 

England handling problems which norma11y never developed in an infantry outfit. 

His rise was about as rapid as a rise in the infantry can be and fina11y resulted in his 
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becoming a general on the August 1, 1944, at the age of thirty-four, the youngest 

general officer in the Army ground Forces.46 He was a West Pointer appointed from 

the ranks of the Army. His desire for action drew him to the paratroopers in the very 

beginning, and he served as a company commander of the 501 st Parachute Battalion. 

Reference has already been made to his part in the work of the Airborne Command. 

Colonel Higgins' old operations officer position was taken in January by Lt. 

Col. Raymond D. Miller, who was later to follow him as Chief of Staff.47 While at 

Fort Bragg the Division lost its first supply officer, Lt. Col. W. F. Kernan, who had 

already acquired a national reputation as the author of the popular studies of strategy, 

"Defense will not win the War" and "We can win this War.,,48 He was replaced by 

Lt. Col. Carl W. Kohls, at that time Division Quartermaster. Colonel Kohls was a 

West Pointer who had been in the Infantry until his transfer to the Quartermaster 

corps in 1939.49 He was destined to hold the supply officer position through the rest 

of the training and all of the fighting. 

For all the training and traveling there was still time for the soldier's own 

special events at Fort Bragg. January saw the inauguration of six-team basketball 

league. Unit box ing had already started. The "Screaming Eagle" team of the 502nd
, 

coached by Lieutenant McKearney and managed by Captain Danahy, not only 

became the local champions but won the district Golden Gloves contest at 

Greensboro and the regional fights at Charlotte.50 The tit1e "Screaming Eagle," 

eventually to belong to the entire Division, seems to have been used for the first time 

in connection with his team. The 502nd used it again in England for the football team. 

The Division boxing team that fought at rainbow Corners took it up. Some "Star and 

Stripes" correspondents applied it to the division itself, and other correspondents 

copied.51 Thus did the Eagle Division of Fort Bragg become the Screaming Eagle of 

battle fame. 

"Prim ing the Pump" at Fayetteville was one of the major evening sports of aU 

soldiers at Fort Bragg, or of aU soldiers who could get into the not-so-large drinking 

house of that name. Enough has already been said to indicate that there was a basis 

for brawls between paratroopers and glidermen. An even stronger rivalry existed 

between the 82nd and 101 st Airborne Divisions. There was also the question of 

relations between airborne troops and the regular unit s on the post. In other words, 

no matter who was there on a particular night there might be a good fight, and 

generaUy there was. AU that could unite such separated elements was a mutual 
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dislike for the MPs, a feeling that the MPs, as they too took their casualties at the 

Pump, reciprocated. Even the use of tear gas had only a slightly quieting effect on 

proceeding. 

Fayetteville had not only the Town Pump, and other drinking places, but also 

motion-picture houses, recreational centers and a swimming pool. Married officers 

obtained living quarters either at Fayetteville or at nearby Southern Pines and 

Pinehurst. For aH there was the chance of a weekend at Char1otte, Raleigh, or 

Wilmington, or some smaH spot on the coast of North Carolina. 

lnterspersed throughout the months at Fort Bragg were the formal reviews 

which were part of the life of every division training in this country. The first such 

inspection in ranks and review, on October 10, 1942, was in honor of Col. J. W. 

Harrelson, dean of Administration at North Carolina State College.52 Colonel 

Harrelson had been General Lee's 1917 mathematics teacher and an intimate friend 

thereafter. Three weeks latter the eagles acknowledged their debt to the Airborne 

Command when their guest of honor was Brigadier General Chapman. February saw 

the next such formal occasion when Lt. Gen. Lesley J. McNair, Commanding 

General of Army Ground Forces, was welcomed to Fort Bragg and to the airborne 

division at whole birth he had played such a major role. 

A demonstration rather than a review was presented during the March 22 to 

24, 1943, visit of Foreign Minister Anthony Eden of England and his party, which 

included Field Marshal Sir John Greer Dill and Gen. George C. Marshall.53 

Organized by General Chapman, it showed the two parachute regiments, the 502nd 

and 504th
, attacking under the protection of artillery fire furnished by the guns of the 

two divisions plus those of a separate brigade from the post. Lieutenant Colonel 

Higgins gaye the running commentary. It was an impressive demonstration, winning 

for Colonel Moseley and his men the warmly expressed admiration of Mr. Eden. A 

re-supply flight coming directly after the attack provided a colorful ending to the 

afternoon. 

The occasion was entirely different on April 10, 1943, when the guest was 

film star dick Powell.54 A week later came the farewell review for the 82nd Airborne 

Division, a heartbreaking day for the fire-eaters of the 101st
• The other division was 

to go overseas and get in the fight first. General Lee wished them good hunting. The 

following Saturday the 101 st stood an inspection and review in ho nor of Lt. Gen. Ben 

Lear, Commanding General of Second Army. Late July brought Lt. Gen. Lloyd R. 
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Fredendall, new Commanding General of second Army, to Fort Bragg to see the 

101s1 put on a glider demonstration. J. Melville Broughton, Governor of North 

Carolina and long-time friend of General Lee, was the guest on August 11, 1943.55 

Even before this review was held, seventy-six officers and men of the Division had 

left Fort Bragg on the most secret, the most exciting mission of aH, advance party to 

England. Most units sent theirs executive officers, and division sections sent 

assistants. Lt. Col. Curtis D. Renfro, executive Officer of the 32ih
, was in charge. 

As day followed day in the mid-August heat of Fort Bragg, no one in the 

101 sl had to be told that his stay in the States was drawing to a close. Five to ten day 

furloughs gaye some a chance to go home and say goodbye. Inspection followed 

inspection. Officers and noncoms got to know the "Preparation for Overseas 

Movement" manual by heart. Whatever time was left from inspections was taken up 

with fatigue work as the Division prepared sign out of Fort Bragg. The movement 

started August 22, 1943.56 By the first of September the last of the twenty trainloads 

had closed in at Camp Shank, thirty miles up to Hudson River from New York. 

Camp Shank was the same for everybody, a succession of inspections, inoculations, 

and repackings, the frustrated or successful effort to get to New York, the anger at 

not being aHowed to wear jump boots. 

While the 82nd were serv ing In North Africa, Sicily and Italy the 101s1 

Airborne Division watched their progress and their experiences with envious interest, 

initiaHy from their base at Fort Bragg and after August 1943 from England. The 

Division moved through the port of New York, embarking in two British ships, the 

Cunard Line SS Samaria and the Pand O line SS Strathnaver.57 In the Samaria 5,000 

men of the 5061h and 32ih were packed into a ship built originally for 1,000 

passengers.58 Fresh water was severely rationed, lifebelts were compulsory wear by 

day and night because of the submarine threat and for the same reason men slept in 

their day clothes; bunks were shared on a ration bases. Two meals a day were served 

in shifts and subjected American soldier palates to queer diet of bake fish, stewed 

tomatoes, horrible coffee, excellent tea and good, fresh ship's bread. At no on every 

day the monotony was broken by lifeboat drill and rifle inspection, but the ship was 

so crowded that there was no room for games or physical training. Craps, blackjack, 

reading or watching the convoy were the main occupations and nobody was sorry to 

see the Mersey after ten days at sea. 
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The rest of the 101 sl Airborne Division, including the 502nd Parachute 

lnfantry, the 3771h Parachute and 90ih Glider Field Artillery, the 3261h Airborne 

Engineers and the Quartermaster, Ordnance and Signal companies sailed on the 

Strathnaver.59 Similarly overcrowded, their voyage was made more worse when the 

ship broke down at St. 10hn's, Newfoundland, after six days at sea. No shore leave 

was allowed, but the men marched to and from Fort Pepperell for a change of air, a 

film show and plenty of fresh, hot water. Only after a fortnight the Strathnaver sail 

again, but she was back at St. 10hn's the same day, leaking badly. On October 3, a 

German-built Swedish ship, operated by United States Lines, to ok them aU on board, 

where they found to their relief much better quarters. With some ribald and 

disparaging remarks about British ships and seamanship, they put to sea, joined a 

large convoy out of Halifax and on October 18 finally reached Liverpool, six weeks 

after sailing from New York.60 

England 

The 101s1 Airborne Division moved by unfamiliar, old-fashioned trains 

through the industrial haze of Merseyside and the Midlands to the rich and rolling 

farm lands and downs of Wiltshire and Berkshire. Their billets in the villages and 

towns were sometimes great houses, requisitioned for war; sometimes barns and 

sheds or Nissen huts and tents, and occasionally British barracks. The 5061h settled 

into the Wiltshire villages of Littlecote, Aldbourne, Ramsbury, Froxfield, Chilton 

Foliat and Denford.1 lnto Brock Barracks and Camp Ranikhet at Reading, vacated by 

the Royal Berkshire Regiment, moved the two glider regiments, the quartermaster 

company and the ordnance. Round Newbury at Greenham Lodge, the race-course, 

Donnington Castle and Benham Valence were divisional headquarters, the artillery 

regiments, the medical company and the signals. At Whatcombe Farm ne ar 

Newbury, the 321 s1 Glider Artillery were in a hutted camp; at Basildon Park near 

Pangbourne were the engineers and the anti-aircraft/anti-tank battalion; and further 

away on the downs at Lambourn and Hampstead Marshall were the 501 st, who 

arrived in January 1944? 

The whole division was thus thrown into close contact with the villages, 

farms and townspeople of Wiltshire and Berkshire. This was doubly strange for 
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them, as aH their US Army posts had been in remote places, self-contained and 

isolated from civilian life. They had to cope with such oddities as the black-out, 

powdered eggs and spam, warm beer in village pubs, strange and infrequent bus 

services and a mixture of accents very different from Brooklyn, Fayetteville or 

Indiana. But they settled in quickly and with remarkably little friction. Much briefing 

on the British way of life helped their own striet discipline. The men soon learned to 

sip their beer quietly in the village inns and to keep their wilder parties for their own 

camps or the night clubs of London. WRENs, WAAFs and ATS girls were much in 

demand for dances and many men found homes where they could spend a quiet 

evening. Fights, drunks, damage and car crashes there certainly were; but the impact 

on that countryside of 12,000 highly trained and keyed-up American soldiers was 

surprisingly gentle. In fact, many men returned there on leaves from France and 

Germany and the two counties produced a number of GI brides. 

The 101 st and 82nd Airborne Divisions trained hard by both day and night for 

the invasion to come. Programmed for eight hours a day, six days a week, their work 

included street fighting, unarmed combat, map reading, first aid, the use of German 

weapons and parachute jumps by companies and battalions. Progressive route 

marches of 15, 18, 21 and 25 miles hardened the men's feet and bodies, and their 

officers and non commission officers (NCO) were given a wide variety of special 

courses on everything from field cooking to mines and booby traps. 

As winter approached the tempo of training quickened. In December 1943, 

the staffs and signals were practiced in command post exercises and each regimental 

combat team carried out a field exercise and a drop. In March 1944, the 101 st joined 

in the United States VII Corps exercise BEA VER, the first practice for D-Day.3 The 

4th Infantry Division landed from the sea at Slapton Sands in Devon, foHowed by the 

seaborne elements of the 101 st Airborne Division, while the parachute and glider 

battalions moved to their Drop Zones by truck in a simulated landing.4 Confusion 

was rife in the transit camps and marshalling areas and continued through the 

landing, but a lot of lessons were learned. A second rehearsal on the same lines and 

in the same country during April 1944 showed some improvement. 

Finally, on May 9, 1944, the whole 101st Airborne Division dropped on the 

Berkshire Downs round Hungerford and Newbury in a fuH-scale airborne rehearsal 

for D-Day.5 The D-Day transit camps and airfields were used. This time 75 per cent 
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of the drop s were accurate, but 28 aircraft returned to base without dropping their 

loads, unable to find the Drop Zone, and 436 men were injured.6 

Very important Persons enlivened the routine of training by theirs visits. In 

October 1943, three American generals, Bradley, Devers and Gerow, who were to 

lead the US First Army and its Corps, watched a demonstration jump by Company B 

of the 506th? In January 1944 the Duke of Gloucester inspected the 101st Airborne 

Division and a week later Gen. Sir Bernard L. Montgomery came to see the 101 st too. 

For the Duke's visit Company G of the 506th made a demonstration jump which was 

marred by the death of one man due to a parachute failure. 8 On March 23,1944, came 

the "big" inspection; that day the British Prime Minister Winston Churchill and his 

daughter Mary in her ATS uniform, Generals Eisenhower, Bradley and Lewis H. 

Brereton and a trainload of correspondents, photographers and newsreel men visited 

the 101st Airborne Division.9 An impressive and carefully rehearsed jump 

demonstration was put on by Regimental Headquarters Company and 2nd and 3rd 

Battalions of the 506t
\ and the 377th parachute Field Artillery Battalion. lO All went 

well and Mr. Churchill spoke afterwards to the 1st Battalion 506t
\ drawn up in 

review order, in terms which the survivors remember to this day. The last visit of a 

notable before General Eisenhower came down to see the parachutists off on D-Day 

minus 1 was that of Under Secretary of State Edward R. Stettinius and a party, who 

visited the 101 st Airborne Division in April 1944.11 

The Equipment 

The men of the two US Airborne divisions were well equipped for their task, 

except that the age-old tendency persisted to overload the individual soldier in an 

attempt to allow for every emergency. Impregnated, combination vest and long 

drawers were issued to each man, but they were so stiff and scratchy to wear that 

most men threw them away as soon as they had a chance to take their clothes off. 

The combat jacket and trousers were sensible, shower-proof and comfortable, and in 

the baggy pockets of the jacket and trousers a pocket knife, spoon, razor, socks, 

cleaning patches, torch, maps, rations and ammunition were carried. Each man had 

three days of K ration, a compact three-meal package of food alleged to be 

scientifically nourishing, but universally disliked by the Army. Each man also carried 
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an emergency D ration of chocolate, a compass, two fragmentation grenades, one 

Hawkins anti-tank mine, one smoke grenade and a Gammon bomb. 

The American soldier topped his uniform with webbing belt and braces, 

carrying a .45 pistol, water canteen, shovel, first aid kit and bayonet. Over all this 

went his parachute harness, his main parachute in its back-pack and his reserve 

parachute hooked on it front. A gas mask was trapped to his left leg and a jump-knife 

to his right leg. Under his reserve parachute was slung his musette bag with his spare 

clothing and ammunition and over the top of everything his Mae West life jacket. 

Finally, he out on his helmet liner and helmet and picked up his M 1 rifle. 

Most officers carried pistols only, although some wisely preferred M 1 rifles 

or Thompson submachine guns. AH the machine gun and mortar crews carried pistols 

and so did a high proportion of the riflemen, while most NCOs carried Thompson 

guns and pistols. 

Each man jumped with his rifle or his Thompson gun, but the machineguns 

and mortars, reserve ammunition, radio sets and medical equipment were packed in 

bundles or "para-packs" and either dropped from six bomb racks under the belly of 

the C-47 or pushed out of the door by the jumpmaster of the stick on the green light. 

The troop-carrier groups of the United States Arrny Air Forces in England 

formed the IXth Troop Carrier Command in the IXth Air Force. l By beginning of 

1944 they were commanded by Major-General Paul Williams, who had had plenty of 

experience in the Mediterranean theatre. His headquarters were at Grantham in 

Lincolnshire and the groups were originally based in the same area, well out of the 

way of the main bomber and fighter air routes and close to the American 82nd 

Airborne Division.2 

As the demand for more gliders in the D-Day assault increased, two of the 

Wings, 50 and 53, were moved southwards to shorten the glider haul. 53 Wing 

moved into airfields in Berkshire and Wiltshire, close to the 101 st Airborne Division, 

and had headquarters at Greenham Common.3 The groups were based at 

Aldermaston, Welford, Membury and Ramsbury. The 50th Wing moved down to 

Devon and settled in at Exeter, Up Otterey and Merryfield. 

AlI groups flew the C-47 and three-quarters of their airplanes were less than a 

year oldo AlI had new engines; and after a long struggle and with some help from 

British sources, the combat role of the aircrews was at last recognized by the 

provision of armored seat-pads for the pilots and tlak helmets, armored vests and 
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aprons for a11 aircrew. Self-sealing fuel tanks were urgently requested, but there were 

not enough to go round the massive Allied Air Forces build-up and the troop-carriers 

were low on the list. 2,100 WACO gliders were on hand by April 1944 and another 

300 Horsas had been supplied to the IXth Troop Carrier Command by the British by 

the same month.4 

Navigation had been faulty over Sicily and Italy and a lot of effort was put 

into improving it. The American and British Troop Carrier Air Forces pooled their 

ideas and resources in both navigational aids and techniques, although the British 

kept to their principle of flying in loose pairs with each aircraft navigating 

independently. The Americans preferred their own way of flying in tight, group 

formations of between 30 and 50 aircraft in nine-aircraft elements or arrow-heads. 

Their C-47 aircraft were better suited to these tight formations and the mass

production training methods in the US made reliance on group and flight leaders 

more or 1ess unavoidable. 

All the groups and flight leaders were trained on GEE, a British radio system, 

based on triangulation. Radio pulses were received in the aircraft from three widely 

separate ground transmitters in England; the signals received were checked against a 

specia11y prepared map of lattice line s covering a11 North-West Europe within one 

hundred miles of the English coast. American radar, the SCR-717, was also fitted 

into the navigational leader's aircraft. This was a primitive form of scanner, which 

could show on a screen in the aircraft a rough outline of the landscape below by 

reflecting water as black and land and shipping as white. A few responder sets, ca11ed 

BUPS, which could produce a bright spot on the SCR-717 screen, were also issued to 

the pathfinders. 

The third aid in use was the most effective. This was a British-designated, but 

American-manufactured, radar beacon and responder known as "REBECCA" and 

"EUREKA". Eureka was a man-pack radar beacon, carried down by the pathfinders 

and set up on the Drop Zones; it could receive on five alternative frequencies and 

transmit on five others. Rebecca in each aircraft transmitted on the Eureka receiver 

frequency and received on the Eureka transmitter frequency. By planned allocation 

of frequencies, it was possible to identify the correct Eureka for each aircrafťs Drop 

Zone. On receiving the impulse from the aircrafťs Rebecca, the Eureka on the Drop 

Zone replied automatically; from Rebecca the aircrafťs navigator could read off his 

distance from the Drop Zone and his compass bearing to it. Since there was some 
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danger for too many aircraft flying to one Drop Zone, saturating the Eureka, 

Rebeccas were only to be use by group and flight leaders and any pilot who lost his 

formation. On the ground the pathfinders were instructed to switch on their Eurekas 

only fifteen minutes before the main stream of aircraft were due, and to switch off 

again twenty minutes after the main drop was over. There was no provision for radio 

voice contact between the aircraft and the Drop Zones. 

To make sure that these aids were understood, a Pathfinder School was 

opened at Boltsford and then moved to Cottesmore.5 Here aircrews were trained in 

GEE, SCR-717 and REBECCA/EUREKA and 300 men from the two American 

divisions were trained as pathfinders in the use of Eureka, BUPS and the special 

holophane lights to be used as visual markings on the Drop Zones. Commandant of 

the school was Lieutenant-Colonel J. L. Crouch, who practiced what he preached by 

flying the lead aircraft to Normandy and dropping the first pathfinders for the 10 1st 

within a mile of their Drop Zone. 6 

The lights on each Drop Zone were to be laid out in the form of a "T" with a 

stem of 30yards and a head of 20yards. Each light showed a bright, narrow beam at 

an angle of about two degrees above the horizon in the direction of the approaching 

planes and was also visible from overhead. Both American divisions were to have 

the same color cording for three Drop Zones: Green, Red and Amber. By day the 

supply Drop Zones and glider landing zones were to be marked with fluorescent, 

orange panels and colored smoke candles. 

A lot was done to give the long streams of troop-carriers a good start. AH the 

way from their airfields to the coast, their routes were to be marked at 10-mile 

intervals by Eureka beacons and lights, and every 30miles by aerial lighthouse. 

Twenty-eight mi1es out of sea from Portland Bill, where the air route left the coast, 

and 29 miles further on, where they were to return in towards the Normandy coast, 

the Royal Navy were to station patrol boats with beacons and lights.7 Finally, two to 

three days before D Day aircrews were thoroughly briefed on scale models of the 

country in which they were to put their parachute troops and gliders, and were given 

1/50,000 and 1/25,000 scale maps and oblique and vertical air photographs of their 

dropping and landing zones. 
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THE GENESIS OF OPERATION OVERLORD 

As the 101 st Airborne Division went into its seeond winter its destiny was still 

a matter of eonjeeture to its members. That the Division would participate in the 

expeeted invasion of Europe almost nobody doubted; but where and when was a 

popular subjeet during night sessions in the barraeks and huts and tents. However, 

the plans whieh were to send the 101st into Normandy on the morning of June 6, 

1944, had already had their eoneeption months, even years before. Soon after Pearl 

Harbor, before there was even an airborne division in the United States Army, the 

first eross-Channel invasion planes were put down on paper. 

The first of these U.S.-British plans, drawn up in the early months of 1942, 

was Operation Roundup. Roundup eontemplated an invasion date of April 1, 1943, 

with an emergeney date of September 15, 1942.1 The emergeney pIan, known as 

'Operation Sledgehammer', was to be pit into effeet only if the Russian situation 

beeame desperate or in the event that the Germans themselves should beeome 

eritically weakened. Sledgehammer assumed that there would be available in 

England for the operation four United States paraehute battalions and one British 

paraehute brigade. For the 1943 Roundup version it was estimated that there would 

be available one United States airborne division and eleven paraehute battalions, all 

Ameriean, and one British paraehute brigade.2 Airborne troops were to be employed 

in these operations "in assisting the ground forees to establish beaehheads and to 

prevent rapid movements of German reinforeements." 

It was in eonneetion with Roundup that General Lee in June 1942 made his 

hurried trip to England with General Eisenhower. General Lee after studying 

Roundup, espeeially the airborne phase, warned the planners that the available 

airborne troops would be inadequate to earry out the airborne mission; and he 

reported this finding to Gen. Mark W. Clark, then Chief of Staff of Army Ground 

Forees. His reeommendation, that an Ameriean airborne division and an Ameriean 

paraehute brigade be organized, equipped and trained as soon as possible for the 

Roundup operation, was approved by General Clark? 

Meanwhile, another plane was in the making and though it turned out that 

neither Roundup nor Sledgehammer was attempted this new operation was 

sueeessfully earried out. It was Toreh, the November 1942 invasion of North Afriea. 

Thus it happened that when General Lee's reeommendation was forwarded by 
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General Clark to Lt. Gen. Lesley J. McNair, Commanding General of Army Ground 

Forces, General McNair, to provide an additional division for use in the 

Mediterranean area, approved the activation of not one, but two airborne divisions. 

Thus were born the 82nd and 101 st Airborne Divisions. 

Actually, only one U.S. parachute battalion, the 2nd of the 503rd Parachute 

Regiment (later the 509th Parachute Battalion), was used in the Operation Torch, 

jumping to size North African airports.4 But in July 1943, the 82nd Airborne Division 

went into action as part of the first large-scale use of airborne troops by the Allies. 

This was in Operation Husky, the American-British invasion of Sicily. Here 

parachutists and glidermen of the U.S. 82nd and the British 1st Airborne Divisions 

were dropped on the island. In September, while the 101 st was making the move 

from the U.S. to England, Operation Avalanche, the joint American-British invasion 

of the ltalian mainland, was launched. Unit s of the 82nd still in Sicily were used in 

this assault, chiefly to reinforce the threatened Italian beachheads. 

While these operations were getting under way in the Mediterranean, 

planning for a 1944 cross-Channel invasion had begun. The final decision that an 

invasion of France would be mounted during 1944 was made in May 1943, at a 

Washington meeting of President Roosevelt, Prime Minister Churchill, and the 

combined Chiefs of Staff. 5 

Two months before the invasion pIan was accepted by the President and the 

Prime Minister, General Lee made another trip to England, this time accompanied by 

Maj. M. Griswold, Assistant supply officer; Maj. Lewis M. Gable, Assistant 

operations officer; his aide, Lt. Evans Thornton; and an Air Corps officer, Lt. Col. 

Silas R. Richards.6 There in London, during March 1943, General Lee was briefed on 

the new operation. He held long talks with the planning staff and with the top 

officers of the British and American armies, going over the plans in detail with these 

men. As the operation stood in March 1943, use of only one American airborne 

division, the 101 sr, was contemplated, for the 82nd had already been ordered in 

Africa, was earmarked for the Mediterranean and, assumedly, would not be available 

for cross-Channel invasi on. 7 General Lee again recommended that the number of 

American airborne troops for the operation be upped; and by the time the pIan was 

presented to the President, Prime Minister and Combined Chiefs of Staff, it provided 

for additional parachute units. 
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The first draft of the cross-Channel invasion pIan emerged in July 1943 with 

the operation name of Overlord.8 Next month, at the Quebec Conference in Canada, 

operation Overlord was approved by the President, the prime Minister, and the 

Combined chiefs of Staff. 

This first draft, as of July 15, 1943, envisioned a landing to be made on the 

coast of France somewhere between Le Havre at the mouth of the Seine and the 

Cherbourg Peninsula. Actually, except for the 1944 addition of Utah Beach, this 

original concept of two main invasion areas, a British beach near Caen and an 

American beach, later called Omaha, a few miles west, remained unchanged. 

This first draft estimated that on May 1, 1944, there would be available for 

the invasion one U.S. airborne division, five parachute regiments, and one airborne 

tank battalion;9 the British would have available one airborne division. However, it 

was estimated that only the equivalent of two-thirds of an airborne division, 

approximately one-third of the to tal airborne forces available, could be put into 

action simultaneously, due to an expected shortage of planes. 632 aircraft were 

assigned to the mission, 594 being C-47s and 38 being converted British bombers. 

First priority mission were to be the capture of the city of Caen and the crossing of 

Orne River between Caen and the Channel, both missions in the British zone of 

operations, and the destruction of a battery of 155mm coastal guns at the western 

edge of Omaha Beach. The Caen are a missions were to be carried out by the British 

airborne division and the coastal guns were to be taken care of by a U.S. parachute 

battalion. These missions would initially take all the available aircraft. In addition 

there were certain secondary missions to be carried out if additional aircraft were 

available or if those used on the first wave were able to fly a second mission. 

These secondary missions called for six U.S. parachute battalions to drop 

inland from Omaha to seize and hold crossings over the Aure River and to block 

crossings over the Vire River .10 It was also hoped that aircraft might be available to 

make an airborne assault on Carentan on the Douve River, well to the west of Omaha 

Beach, and to attempt the capture of the Vire River bridge at Isigny. 

Further details of Operation Overlord were worked out during the Cairo and 

Teheran Conferences of November and December, 1943. Meanwhile, the men, 

weapons, and mate rial s which were to make possible the operation were moving 

across the ocean from the United States to England. 
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ln April 1943, General Lee had returned from England to the United States, 

leaving Major Gable in London with the planners. In August 1944, as the 101 st 

Airborne Division was preparing to leave Fort Bragg for England, General Lee was 

again ordered to fly to England. He arrived in London on August 21 with Lt. Col. 

William Stewart, 101 st Division Air Officer; Lt. Col. R. D. Miller, operations officer; 

and Lt. Jack Robbins, his aide. l1 There he set up an airborne planning agency under 

Lt. Gen. J acob L. Devers, commander of the European Theater of operations. 

General Lee and his staff were brought up to date on Operation Overlord, and began 

intensive work on the airborne phase. About the 1st of September, General Lee made 

a trip to the Mediterranean to observe the airborne operations there and returned in 

the middle of the month to find only part of his 101 st Airborne Division had reached 

England, the rest having been deployed in Newfoundland by ship trouble.12 Six 

members of his staff were flown by plane from Newfoundland to England. 

AH that summer and faH General Lee and his staff attended an almost 

constant series of conferences on Overlord and certain other tentative emergency, 

alternate, and deceptive operations. One of these last, Cockade-Wadham, was among 

the amazing deceptions of the war. 

THE OPERATION WADHAM AND RANKIN 

On July 1, 1943, the Commanding General Dwight D. Eisenhower issued two 

Wadham directives: the first, revealed to only a few officers in higher headquarters, 

explained that it was an elaborate deceptive invasion pIan, not be actually mounted; 

the second, to all appearances genuine, made no reference to the deception features.1 

Planning proceeded on the basis of the second directive. 

Wadham ostensibly called for the invasion of the Brest peninsula of France at 

the end of September 1943 by a task force of the U.S. Vand VII Corps.2 V Corps, 

the assault corps, was to consist of the 20th and 29th Infantry and 101 st Airborne 

Divisions. Once Wadham got under way it took on every indication of a "bona fide" 

operation. Real activities were phased to create the illusion of an invasion. 

General Lee and his operation officer, Colonel Millener, after their arrival in 

England on August 23, were briefed on both the real and deceptive plans, and 

Colonel Millener worked out the 101s1 ,s part of the Wadham plans.3 Shortly 
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thereafter the 101st Airborne Division began to arnve and immediately a Berlin 

English language broadcast announced the arrival, the location of the Division 

Headquarters at Newbury, and assured the General that he and his command were 

welcome to Europe and would receive a warmer welcome if and when they ever 

came to the Continent. How this information leaked to the Germans was never 

learned; however, it resulted in a good deal of security instruction being given to the 

troopS.4 

Another operation, detail s or even the existence of which were know to only a 

very few officers, was worked out down to battalion and company levels, and the 

plans were held in a standby condition. This operation was Rankin, which was to be 

carried out in case of a German surrender before the Normandy invasion, a 

possibility due to a military disaster on the Russian front, a German internal collapse, 

or both. As the only airborne division available in England in February 1944, the 

101 st figured prominently in Rankin.5 

THE MATURlNG OF OPERATION OVERLORD 

In December 1943, Gen. Dwight D. Eisenhower was appointed Supreme 

Commander of the A11ied Expeditionary Forces with the mission of crossing the 

Channel and destroying the German armies in Western Europe. At the time of 

General Eisenhower's appointment Operation Overlord had not been essentially 

altered since the original version. There was still the one landing beach and the target 

date remained May 1, 1944.1 

General Eisenhower, once he had familiarized hims~lf with the operation, 

was concerned about the size of the invasion force and the width of the invasion 

beaches; he felt both should be increased. In January 1944, to allow for these 

increases another beach, Vtah, fifteen miles north of Omaha and the ne arest 

beachhead to Cherbourg, was added.2 Vtah Beach presented certain disadvantages; it 

was separated from Omaha by the Carentan Estuary with the Vire and Douve Rivers 

to be crossed in order to link-up the beaches. Behind the beach itself was a flooded 

area which would present an obstacle to the advance of the troops from the beach 

inland. This latter terrain factor was one of the things which made Vtah Beach a 

textbook setup for the employment of airborne troops. 
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During December 1943 and January 1944 the detailed planning with both 

U.S. and British officers participating continued. In London the United States First 

Army, which was the main force in Neptune, the code name for the assault phase of 

Overlord, had set up a headquarters under its new commander, Lt. Gen. Omar N. 

Bradley who held many conferences with his commanders, and to these he asked the 

ranking U.S. airborne commander in England, General Lee? To General Lee's 

advice on the airborne phase of the operations he listened attentively. It had been 

decided during the faH 1943 to bring Maj. Gen. Matthew Ridgway's 82nd Airborne 

Division up from the Mediterranean for Operation Overlord. The 82nd had landed in 

North Ireland on December 9, 1943, and had moved to Braunstone Parke, Leicester, 

England, on February 14, 1944; after his arrival in lreland General Ridgway 

frequently came to England to joint the conferences.4 

The foHowing section describes feelings of 82nd about lreland, Scotland and 

England: "Castle Dawson, Cookstown, Leicester, Quorn, Nottingham, AshweH, 

Market Harboro and the pass to Belfast, London, or Scotland. An oasis between 

batt1efields, where troopers rested from Sicily and Italy, trained for Normandy and 

HoHand. A country like home where people spoke the same language and enjoyed 

the same pleasure. A country as proud as America steeped in the enchantment of 

tradition - a land which, like home, had not been overrun by the Germans. Yet here, 

too, were lessons to be learned, lessons of diplomacy and fraternity and learning to 

respect each other's customs: the favorite pub, center of sociallife in the community; 

bitters or beer; lorrie or truck; Limey or Yank; 'Any gum, chum?';fish and chips; 

several months away from the strains and stresses of combat; a second home to come 

back to after Normandy; dances with girls for everybody; penny, shilling, bob, quid, 

pound, 'thrupney bit' and 'haypenny;' the expensive seats in the balcony, and the 

orchestra is cheaper; tiny railroad freight cars to facilitate economical loading and 

unloading on short hauls; and always, 'Won't ya have a spot o'tea, mite?' the 

friendly offer extended every English household to the boastful, swaggering, but 

good-natured Yank, who liked and was liked despite himself. AH this was England. 

Here the 82nd 
, rejoined by the 101 st , trained for the two biggest airborne invasion in 

history, the aH important D-Day minus landings during the night of June 5-6 in 

Norrnandy, and the spectacular Nijmegen, Arnhem, Eindhoven jump in HoHand, the 

first large scale daylight airborne operation in history." 5 

125 



On January 21, 1944, in London, General Eisenhower presented the revised 

pIan of Operation Overlord to a meeting of the highest British and American 

officers.6 Vnder the revised pIan the new beach, Vtah, was added, the target date was 

set back a month, to May 31, 1944; and an enlarged use of airborne forces was called 

for. 7 This last step was made possible by an increase in the estimated number of 

aircraft which would be available. Instead of the 632 troop-carrying or towing 

aircraft originally provided for, Overlord now called for almost twice that number. 

Estimated as being available for D-Day were 1,234 planes; 1,022 being C-

47s, 218 being converted British bombers and there would also be available 3,300 

gliders.8 This lift would be sufficient for one com plete airborne division and 

approximately two airborne brigades, followed approximately twenty-four hours 

later by a second complete airborne division. The original idea of assigning the city 

of Caen to an airborne division was discarded and instead two British airborne 

brigades were to land east of the Orne River to cover the left flank of the British 

beach. The destruction of the Omaha Beach coastal battery was transferred from the 

Airborne to the Rangers. 

Of the two U.S. airborne divisions one, under the command of the V.S. First 

Army, was to drop behind Utah Beach with the main objective of assisting the 

seaborne landing on that beach. It is probable that from the beginning General 

Bradley had in mind the 101 st Airborne Division for this assignment and the other 

U.S. airborne division, the battle-tested 82nd
, was to drop approximately twenty-four 

hours later in either the U.S. First Army area or in the British area. 9 

The location of the airborne zone fulfilled exactly general Lee's prediction of 

August, 1942, when he had pointed out to General Ridgway on a map of France 

where he believed their two newly activated divisions would be employed if a cross

Channel invasion were attempted.10 The location of the zones, both American and 

British, also coincided very dosely with a prophetic book "Paratrooper" published in 

early 1943 and written by Maj. F. O. Miksche, a Czech then with the Fighting French 

Forces in England.11 A map in "Paratrooper" illustrating the employment of three 

airborne divisions in support of a hypothetical seaborne invasion of Normandy 

showed the divisions landing in three zones, two of which were almost overlays of 

the actual D-Day zones and the third only a few miles off! 

After the war Gen. Maxwell Taylor, who succeeded General Lee, confessed 

that on the eve of D-Day one of his two worries stemmed from having discovered the 

126 



book, with its map, being sold on the bookstalls of London and, presumably, in the 

hands of the German General Staff. His other chief source of concern was a series of 

aerial photographs made just before the invasion showing a sudden studding of 

stakes and poles on possible parachute and glider landing fields in the invasion 

area.12 

The strongest objection to the revised use of the airborne troops was raised by 

the Deputy Chief Commander, Air Chief Marshal Sir Trafford Leigh-Mallory, 

Commander in Chief of the Allied Air Expeditionary Forces. The Air Marshall was 

dubious about the new beach and particularly, knowing the strong antiaircraft 

defenses in the area, of the chances of a successful airborne drop. General 

Eisenhower finally had to proceed with the operation over the strong objections of 

his Air Commander in Chief; and even in the last days before the invasion the Air 

Marshall believed that the airborne losses would run seventy-five per cent or 

higher. 13 On D-Day, after the drop, Leigh-Mallory wrote Eisenhower, congratulating 

him on the wisdom of his decision. Nothing, he wrote, had even given him greater 

pleasure than to admit he was wrong. 

Almost four years later, on February 7, 1948, when he retired as a Chief of 

Staff of the United States Army, General Eisenhower was asked by a reporter what 

he considered the higher point of his thirty-three years of military service. 

"Pondering a moment, he replied that he supposed 'the natural thing would be to say 

it was when the surrender agreement was signed.' This occasion, however, had been 

anticipated and 'discounted' somewhat in advance, Eisenhower added. 'I think the 

greatest moment was when I got the word that the 82nd and 101 st Airborne Divisions 

had landed and gone into action on the Cherbourg Peninsula ... ' Had if failed, he 

went on, he would have gone to his grave haunted by the thought that he had killed 

20,000 young Americans stupidly.,,14 

The same group of American officers who had worked together with their 

British counterparts in producing the lnitial Joint PIan now went to work to prepare 

the pIan which would cover the first twenty days of the American phase of the 

operation. On February 25, 1944, the pIan was completed.15 Now, for the first time, 

divisions knew their assignment and could begin specific training. 
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THE NEPTUNE PHASE 

Neptune, the assault phase of Overlord, called for simultaneous D-Day 

landings to be made on the American and British beaches. The assault on the 

American beaches was to be made by the Vnited States First Army. On Omaha the V 

Corps, with the 1st and 29th Infantry Divisions, was to attack; on Vtah VII Corps was 

to send the 4th Infantry Division in by sea.1 

The 101st Airborne Division was to come in by parachute and glider at about 

H minus 4 hours with the principal mission of knocking out the defense along the 

causeway which crossed the inundated areas back of Vtah Beach and the margin of 

land beyond the inundations. The Division had the additional mission of taking the 

battery of guns just back of the beach, of capturing Ste-Mére-Eglise, six miles inland, 

and of seizing certain crossing both of the Merderet River which bounded the 

beachhead area on the west and of the Douve River which bounded the area to the 

south.2 Later the Division was to attack and seize Carentan and was, in general, to be 

responsible for the security of the southern flank of the beachhead as the VII Corps 

pushed north to capture Cherbourg. 

The 82nd Airborne Division was to land in the vicinity of St. Sauveur-Ie

Vicomte, more than half way across the base of the Peninsula, and was to prevent the 

enemy from moving reinforcements up the western side of the Peninsula from the 

south.3 The two airborne divisions were eventually effect a juncture, thereby cutting 

the Peninsula at its base. 

On February 5, 1944, General Lee had a heart attack and was hospitalized; 

General Pratt, the Assistant Division Commander, to ok temporary command.4 On 

March 4, 1944, General Lee got the heart-breaking news that he would not return to 

active duty with the 101 st Airborne Division which he had activated, trained, and 

carried to the edge of combat.5 On April 9, 1944, he began the trip back to the Vnited 

States where, after eight months of hospitalization and convalescence, he was retired 

with the rank of major general. 6 

Brig. Gen. Maxwell D. Taylor, former artillery commander of the 82nd
, to ok 

over the 101 st Airborne Division on March 14, 1944? The 43year-old general had 

been considered one of the promising officers of the Army since his West Point days, 

when, the second youngest man in his class, he had graduated fourth from the top. 

While in Sicily he had made a dangerous trip by boat and plane into enemy-held 
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Rome to arrange with Marshal Badoglio for a drop by the 82nd paratroopers to seize 

the German forces in the area.8 To General Taylor and his staff went the job of 

breaking down the mission assigned to the 101 st Airborne Division under Overlord, 

of figuring out who was to do what, and seeing that the Division on D-Day was as 

prepared for its job as it was possible to be. 

A big question always in the background during this winter and spring of 

planning and preparation was lift; how many planes, gliders, and ships would be 

available to the airborne? The question of lift for the 82nd Airborne Division was 

settled during the spring when enough planes were made available to enable the 

parachute element s of that division along with those of the 101 st Airborne Division to 

drop before H-hour instead of the following night or next day, as called for in the 

first plane. One of the results of this simultaneous drop was a drastic reduction in the 

number of gliders for the 101 st due to the assignment to the 82nd of the plane which 

would have been used as tugs. Whereas in March 1944 sufficient gliders were 

allotted to bring in 2,353 troops of the 101 st , inc1uding the two battalions of glider 

artillery, 1st Battalion of the 401 st Glider Infantry, the antitank batteries of the 81 st 

AA Battalion and the antitank platoons of the 321 st and 401 st Regiments, the Medical 

Company, most of Division Headquarters, Signal Company, Quartermaster 

Company, the Reconnaissance Platoon, and a number of vehic1es, the predawn glider 

serials on June 6 brought in only 148 personnel, followed by 165 more that evening.9 

This reduction required careful readjustment of assignments of the remaining gliders, 

necessitated a large seaborne echelon, and was a deciding factor in setting back the 

timing of the attack on Carentan until the seaborne glider battalions could be brought 

up. 

As the winter and spring months passed more and more officers and men in 

the 101 st Airborne Division were "bigoted." The process continued down through the 

ranks until about a week before D-Day battalion staffs were bigoted; and then, a few 

days later in the marshalling area, the information was given to every man who was 

to take part in the invasion. Division officers taking part in the planning read through 

and studied pounds of documents: plans, annexes, overlays, intelligence reports, 

maps, aerial photographs. From many sources came a constant stream of 

information; a German defense battalion had been shifted, a new gun emplacement 

was being built, antilanding poles had been installed in a certain fields, a pillbox had 

been put it at a certain crossroads. Available information ranging from who owned 
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the milk-plant in Carentan, to which houses were to be put off-limits in Cherbourg 

were in the Overlord-Neptune documents. And as the information came in and was 

analyzed, certain changes had to be made. The intelligence responsible for the most 

dramatic of these changes came less than a week before D-Day. It had to do with the 

carefully plotted enemy strength in the Vtah Beach area. 

It was known to the planners of Overlord that the 101 st and 82nd Airborne 

Divisions would be greeted, at least at first, by two German divisions, the 709th and 

the 243rd
•
1O The 709 t

\ with an estimated strength of 14,000 had job of manning most 

of the coastal defenses along Vtah Beach and between a quarter and third of the 709th 

was believed non-German, including many Russians who for one reason or another 

had chosen or had been forced to fight in the German Army.ll These non-German 

units were commanded mostly by German officers and noncoms. The 243rd
, who se 

estimated strength was 6,000-7,000, was located on the western part of the peninsula 

opposite Vtah Beach and was assigned the defense of the western shore; this division 

would be readily available for the defense of the eastern shore and had many units in 

the sector in which the 82nd Airborne Division was to drop.12 Both divisions had been 

classified as "static" troops, troops not considered fit for arduous field duty, but as 

the invasion became more imminent both had been upgraded to "limited 

employment" or "low establishment"; the 243rd was supposed to have a number of 

veterans from the Russian front. 

ln addition to these divisions there were smaller units in the area. It was 

believed that elements of the 716th Division might be met; part of the 17th Machine

Gun Battalion was believed to be in Carentan; and many field, coastal, naval, and 

antiaircraft batteries were known to be scattered throughout the sector.13 No panzer 

battalions were believed to be near the beach area. 

But less than ten days before the invasion, it was learned that the 91 st Division 

had moved into the Carentan-St. Sauveur-Ie-Vicomte-Valognes area, between the 

82nd and 10 1st Drop Zones.14 Though there was nothing to indicate that this 

movement was based on a leak in the Neptune pIan it necessarily caused far-reaching 

changes in the Vtah Beach operation plans. The new strength represented by the 91 st 

Division meant that the three enemy divisions might be able to launch an early 

counterattack in force against Vtah Beach. On May 27, 1944, the ambitious original 

pIan of cutting the Cherbourg Peninsula by dropping the 82nd Airborne Division on 

the western si de was discarded and the 82nd Drop Zone was moved well to the east.15 
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The 82nd was now to drop astride the Merderet River, in the area where the main 

strength of the 501 st had been scheduled to drop. Two regiments would be land west 

and one east of the river to establish bridgeheads west of Ste. Mére-Eglise; and the 

capture of that town was also assigned to the 82nd Airborne Division. 

The effect of the arrival of German 91 st Division was less radical in the case 

of the 101 st Airborne Division. Most of the mission remained unchanged. The 501 st, 

less the 3rd Battalion, had its Drop Zone moved from the Merderet-Ste. Mére-Eglise 

sector where 82nd Airborne Division now was to drop, to the southern sector along 

the Douve River. 16 There it was to jump with the 3rd Battalion of the 506th and take 

over the job of destroying the railway and highway bridges across the Douve just 

north of Carentan, and the seizure and operation of the nearby Douve River locks. 

The additional strength along the Douve now allowed General Taylor to plane an 

earlier drive south across the Douve with the objective of taking Carentan and 

joining up with the Omaha Beach forces. It was decided, therefore, that the two 

wooden bridges between Carentan and the sea which had been scheduled for 

demolition by the 3rd Battalion of the 506th would be prepared for destruction with 

the decision whether or not to blow them left up to the commanding officer of the 

506th. Part of the 3rd Battalion would cross to the far side of the bridges and hold the 

two bridgeheads for the Division's drive south. Before the 82nd,s last-minute change 

the 101 st,s mission, once it had been relieved back of the beach by the 4th Infantry 

Division, had been to make contact with V Corps in vicinity of Carentan. Now the 

new and final pIan made the 101sl's D-Day-plus mission more specific: "As soon as 

practicable after its elements in the 4th Division sector have been relieved by the 4th 

Division, Carentan will be seized and contact with the V Corps in the vicinity of 

Carentan established and secured.,,17 

In the first days of June 1944 the airborne forces moved to sealed airfields in 

central and southern England for final briefings and preparations. The weather was 

terrible; could, rainy, fogy, and everybody was on edge. General Eisenhower 

postponed D-Day in his famous agonizing to June 6. Eisenhower had located his 

advance command post at Portsmouth, a seaport on the southern coast of England. 

He spent the evening before D-Day with General Taylor's 101st Airborne Division, at 

Newbury, forty mile s north from Portsmouth. This was Eisenhower's second visit to 

the 101 st; he had inspected it earlier in March with Churchill and others. 
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Some of Eisenhower's most tension-filled moments had been spent deciding 

whether to go ahead with the paratrooper drop on the Cherbourg Peninsula behind 

Vtah Beach. At one of the key strategy sessions Britain's Trafford Leigh-Mallory, 

the A1lied air chief, had told General Bradley: "I cannot approve your planes. Y our 

losses will be far more than what your gains are worth.,,18 Leigh-Mal1ory was 

convinced that the relatively slow C-47's carrying the paratroopers would be easy 

targets for antiaircraft fire and fighter planes. And the countryside, dotted with 

hedgerows and mine-ladened poles, made glider landings extremely hazardous. 

General Bradley agreed there were great risks, but felt they had to be weighed 

against the need to capture the port of Cherbourg. To do that there would have to be 

infantry landings on Vtah Beach. And without the airborne to secure the exits from 

the beach, the seaborne assault could well fail. 

On May 30, 1944, Leigh-Mallory had called General Eisenhower to register a 

final protest, saying he could expect seventy percent casualties among glider troops 

and fifty percent among the paratroopers carried in the C_47'S.19 Eisenhower went to 

his tent, agonized for more than an hour, chain-smoking ten cigarettes, and then 

phoned the British commander with his decision: The airborne drop was on! 

Now, General Eisenhower would be looking these men in the eye. It was a 

ninety-minute trek to the 101st Airborne Division's encampment. Among the units 

Eisenhower visited was the 502nd Parachute Regiment, which had been at a tented 

marshaling area at Greenham Common for the past week.20 When the men heard that 

Eisenhower was en rout, there was no great excitement. He had visited the Division 

previously, and besides, the troops were preoccupied with checking and rechecking 

their gear and taking final glances at the sandbox mockups of their objectives. Then, 

as Eisenhower's convoy approached about 8:30 p.m., the world spread: "Ike had a 

lovely female driver with him.,,21 The men began dashing off to take a look. As the 

troops ran down the company street, Eisenhower's entourage came up the road. The 

groups converged. Suddenly, the paratroopers snapped to attention. Eisenhower got 

out of his car, and some of the troopers undoubtedly gawked at his driver, Kay 

Summersby, he immediately sought to put the men at ease. 

They were a ferocious-looking lot. Their faces and hands were darkened with 

burnt cork, cooking oil, and cocoa so their features wouldn't reflect the moonlight as 

they stalked the Germans in the darkened fields. And many of the troops had 
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smeared Apache-style warpaint on their faces, shaved their heads, and cropped what 

was left of their hair into "warpath" designs. 

Eisenhower whispered to Maj. Gen. Maxwell D. Taylor, the 101sťs 

commander: "I don't know if your boys will scare the Germans, but they sure as hell 

scare me.,,22 As he talked to the paratroopers, photos were taken. One of them was 

destined to be reproduced time and again. The caption, written by the Army Signal 

Corps, would read: "General Eisenhower gives the order of the day; 'fuH victory, 

nothing else', to paratroopers somewhere in England just before they board their 

planes to participate in the first assault in the Invasion of the Continent of Europe.',23 

It was not like that at aH. Eisenhower was simply trying to relax the men and, 

perhaps, put himself at ease in the process. 

One of the paratroopers he chatted with was Lieutenant Wallace Strobel, a 

platoon commander in E Company of the 502nd Regiment who happened to be 

marking his twenty-second birthday.24 Lieutenant Strobel had a sign hanging around 

his neck with the number 23 on it, indicating that he was jumpmaster for plane 23, 

and asked his name and where he was from. "Strobel, Sir. Michigan.,,25 When he 

learned it was Michigan, he remarked: "Oh yes, Michigan. Great fishing there. I like 

it.,,26 Eisenhower then asked Strobel if he was ready. Strobel replied that they had 

been well prepared, well briefed, and were ready. He added that he though it 

wouldn't be too much of a problem. Someone called out, "Now quit worrying, 

General, we'll take care of this thing for yoU.,,27 

At approximately 2200 hours, as the daylight began to fade, the order rang 

out, "Chute Up.,,28 Each man began the tedious tas k of buckling on his parachutes 

and trying to find an empty place to hang or tie on the small mountain of equipment 

he was carrying into combat. With everything strapped into place, many men found it 

impossible to take a last-minute pee. They marched to their planes and got their first 

look at the C-47's "war paint," three bands of white painted around the fuselage and 

wings. As the twilight turned to darkness, the last men got on board their planes. 

Eisenhower was out on the runway, calling out "Good luck!,,29 He noticed a short 

private, in Eisenhower's words "more equipment than soldier,,,3o who snapped him a 

salute. Eisenhower returned it. Then the private turned to the east and called out, 

"Look out, Hitler. Here we come!,,31 Eisenhower would tell General Marshall in a 

cable to the Pentagon next Morning:" The enthusiasm, toughness and obvious fitness 

of every man were high and the light of battle was in their eyes.,,32 
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The pilots started their engines. A gain cacophony of sound engulfed the 

airfields as each C-47 in its turn lunched into line on the taxi strip. At the head of 

runway, the pilots locked the brakes and ran up the engines unti! they screamed. 

Then, at ten-second intervals, they released the brakes and started down the runway, 

slowly at first, gathering speed, so overloaded that they barely made it into the sky. 

Atter shaking hands with Maxwell TayIor at the ramp of his C-47, 

Eisenhower was driven to the manor house that served as the headquarters building 

of the 101st Airborne Division.33 Midnight was approaching, but there was still some 

daylight left under Britain's Double Summer Time. As Lieutenant Wallace Strobel's 

transport took off, he stood in the open doorway "and I could see a group of men 

watching and waving at the planes as they passed.,,34 It was General Eisenhower and 

his staff. They had gone up to the roof to watch the C-47's depart, then circle 

overhead before aligning in formation. When the last plane roared off, Eisenhower 

turned to his driver, Kay Summersby. She saw tears in his eyes. He began to walk 

slowly toward his car. "Well," he said quietly, "it's on.,,35 

THE lOlst AIRBORNE DIVISION ON D-DAY 

At 9:30 p.m. on June 5, 1944, the pathfinders for both Arnerican divisions, 

flown by the specially-trained IXth Troop Carrier Command Pathfinder Group, 

began taking off from North Witham, ne ar Grantham. Captain of the leading aircraft 

was Lieutenant-Colonel Joel Crouch and the stick commander was Captain Frank 

Lillyman, leader of the 101 st' S pathfinders.1 With them was a squad from the 502nd 

Parachute Infantry for IocaI protection and three men from the regimenťs 

intelligence section.2 Leaving the English coast at Portland Bill, they flew west of 

south for 57 miles to a marker boat; there they turned left to south to east for 54 

miles, passing to the north and east to Guernsey and Jersey, well clear of the German 

flak defenses on the islands. 

Not aH of them made it to the Norrnandy; Richard Wright, a former 

pathfinder of 101 st Air borne Division remembered: "The Pathfinders, we were a 

unique group. We had no table of organization, it was experimental. The British had 

used it and were very successful in North Atrica, and when we formed this thing, it 

essentiaHy was to define a general Drop Zone. We had three airplanes that we 
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assigned to do this. We were then ahead of the other troops. Our jump time was 

around 11.00 p.m. When we crossed the Channel, fire was coming from the islands. 

We didn't foHow the pattern that the main group did directly across the Channel. We 

flew west from England, and we were in the air three hours, and coming back over 

the islands we got hit. We were over the coast of France, but the pilot flipped around. 

He still had one engine going, and we went out and landed in the water and were 

picked up by a destroyer. The Limeys had air-sea rescue and the ship was HMS 

Tartar, the destroyer that was on picket duty, and they were just going back and 

forth. They were tracking us along and knew exactly where we hit. We had one 

three-man canoe for twenty-four people, so we were mostly in the water just hanging 

on the lifeline around it and taking turns as to who was hanging on. This destroyer 

wasn't supposed to stop de ad in the waters, so it circled, aH the while picking up the 

survivors, and they picked up all of us. We were imprisoned in England until they 

determined that we really were American troopS.,,3 

Crossing the west coast of the Cherbourg Peninsula just before midnight, 

they flew on for 20 minutes until the second pilot, major Vito Pedone, was able to 

see below him the village of St. Germain-de-Varreville close to their objective, Drop 

Zone A. At the same moment the radar operator, Major William Culp, called out that 

the radar display showed them on target. Crouch turned the switch; the green light 

glowed over the jump door; and out into the night went Lillyman and his men. It was 

exactly 15 minutes past midnight.4 There were, in fact about one mile north of Drop 

Zone A. On landing the pathfinders set out their lights and radar beacon without 

interference from the enemy. As the morning wore on, they joined in the ground 

fighting with the 502nd
• 

Close behind this leading aircraft were ten more, each carrying pathfinders, 

some for Drop Zones B,C, and D and some for the Glider Landing Zones E. AH 

dropped on time, but in every case off their planned Drop Zones. For Drop Zone A 

the lights and beacon were one mile north of the chosen area; for Drop Zone C, the 

radar beacon and single light were set up about a quarter-mile south-east of the 

planned area; and on Drop Zone D, under heavy enemy fire, a radar beacon was set 

up about a mile west of the Drop Zone. Only on Landing Zone E were the radar and 

lights correctly positioned. 

Following an hour behind the pathfinders were 882 aircraft of the two 

airborne divisions, carrying 13,000 parachute troopS.5 To Drop Zone A were flying 
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the 502nd Parachute Infantry, the 37ih Parachute Field Artillery and part of the 326th 

Airborne Medical Company.6 

Elvy Roberts, an assistant platoon commander with the 101 st, boarded his 

plane. His group felt pretty cocky. Although they had been drafted into the army, 

they had aH volunteered to be paratroopers. "We started taxiing out around 10:30. I 

remember standing in the door looking at this tremendous armada of airplanes. It was 

tremendously impressive. I was very proud to be a platoon leader, it was something 

that we had trained and worked for. They had painted the stripes on the airplanes. We 

knew where we were going that night when we saw the planes with the stripes on 

them.,,7 The black and white stripe s became known as "invasiOIl stripes," and all 

aircrafts had suddenly appeared with these strips on their wings and fuselages. They 

would ensure positive identification of an Allied airplane. Anything without stripe s 

was the enemy. 

They had taken off from Greenham Common, ne ar Newbury, and from 

Membury on the Berkshire Downs. Drop Zone A had been chosen as the nearest 

suitable bit of country to the two northern beach exits which the 3rd battalion was to 

secure, and to the German gun battery in St. Martin-de-Varreville, which the 2nd 

Battalion was ordered to destroy. The 1st battalion had the tas k of clearing the 

artillery barracks in St. Martin and protecting the northern flank of the division. 

Por the first part of the flight as far as the Prench coast, the long column of 

aircraft, ranged in arrow-head formation of nine aircraft, flew through clear weather 

in bright moonlight. Good formation was kept, but as the Prench coast loomed up 

scattered cloud and haze developed, so that the tight formation of C-47 aircraft began 

to loose. On ce over the coast, however, the German light and heavy anti-aircraft 

batteries opened fire. Many pilots began to take evasive action, weaving and turning 

their way through the red tracers and orange shell-bursts of the enemy fire. 

"The sky was filled with red and green tracers," said Lieutenant Sidney DIan 

of the 99th Carrier Squadron, "and searchlights beamed up at the planes just ahead of 

me. The salvia in my mouth completely dried up from the fright."s 

Lieutenant Roger Airgood was a veteran troop carrier aviator. But despite aH 

his training, the Normandy night drop was overwhelming. "Although we experienced 

many night formations with paratroopers in the States and in England, the plane for 

getting the troops to the Drop Zones in Normandy was the most complex and 

ambitious mission we had ever faced, "he said. "Everything was working fine as 
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scheduled unti1 we got to the last light boat (in the English Channel), at which time 

we were turn off the amber down light and reduce the formation lights to half power. 

Hays, the pilot f1ying on Lieutenant Colonel Kreyssler's left, turned down the 

formation lights so low they were not visible. Hays could see nothing of Kreyssler's 

wingman from the left seat, so I f1ew from the right seat since I could see the exhaust 

stack glow and the phantom outline of the plane. We maintained the course, and 

when coming out to a cloud bank, we could see tracers coming up from many angles. 

The lines of tracers arched over us as we f1ew under them. There was a tremendous 

racket such as experienced when f1ying through hail. I had very few glimpse of the 

ground since I had to keep the outline of the plane in sight. Shortly after getting the 

four-minute re warning light, I got a glimpse of a steeple of a church about a half

mile ahead and off to the right about a quarter of mile. Assuming this to be Saint

Mére-Eglise, I feIt we were on course and that Drop Zone A lay straight ahead. There 

seemed to be a delay in slowing down to the jump speed of 110 mph. When 

Kreyssler did slow down, it was too fast. Wingmen had to cut power and hold the 

nose up to keep from overrunning the lead planes, which in turn was followed by a 

blast of power to keep the plane from stalling out. The net resuIt was that when we 

got the green light, we were f1ying about 105 mph and pu1ling a lot of power. The 

paratroopers went out in a terrific prop blast, which was the last thing we wanted to 

happen.,,9 

Lieutenant Airgood's experience was common in the sky train of 822 C-

47s.What was worse was the effect on the paratroopers inside of the aircraft. As 

planes speed up and slowed down and took evasive action, the troopers were 

standing the aircraft. The rolling and pitching knocked them down and tossed them 

around like so much loose cargo. They were weaving and staggering in the aisles. 

When the green light f1ashed on, some men were still struggling to their feet; some in 

the front of the plane had jumped, while the remainders were delayed because of 

someone down on the f1oor. By the time the rest exited, there was major scattering 

that translated to wide dispersion on the ground. 

This was against the rules. By the time the red warning light came on in each 

plane, the sticks were standing up, facing aft, ready to jump. Heavily laden, as they 

were, it was important to give them a steady jump platform; furthermore, only by a 

straight undeviating approach to the Drop Zone could the aircrew have any hope of 

locating it accurately. Now the rolling, pitching aircraft knocked many men off their 
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feet; often they were still struggling to get up again when the green light came on. 

Sticks were slow in getting out and therefore got scattered on the ground. Since the 

pathfinders lights and beacon had been laid a mile north of the Drop Zone, most of 

the men landed there, in an area some four miles long by two mile s wide. A good 

many were dropped all over the Cherbourg Peninsula, some as far as 20 miles away. 

Indeed, almost the whole of the 2nd Battalion were dropped in error near Drop Zone 

C, five miles to the south. 

The 37ih parachute Artillery had an even worse initiation. More scattered by 

their drop than anyone else in the 502nd Group, they were able to recover only one of 

six 75mm pack howitzers. lO Only 50 men had rallied by the end of the D-Day and 

these fought as infantrymen with the nearest unit they could find. The 502nd 

regimental commander, Colonel George Moseley, broke his leg on landing and 

Lieutenant-Colonel Steve Chappuis of the 2nd Battalion also suffered a leg injury. 

Although finding himself far to the south near Drop Zone C, he was able to collect a 

dozen men of his battalion and to make his way north to the German gun battery at 

St. Martin, which was his objective. Much to his relief he found it abandoned, the 

guns removed and the site badly damaged by Allied air bombing. During the day a 

number of his men collected at the battery. By dawn next day, June i h
, the 2nd 

battalion took over from the 1st Battalion the defense of the northern flank. 11 

Lieutenant-Colonel Robert Cole's 3rd battalion had the job of securing beach 

exits 3 and 4. Their drop, too, was scattered. After landing in a bush of briars, Cole 

spent some time trying to find out where he was and to collect some of his men. It 

took him about an hour to locate other 30 men, some from his own battalion and 

others from the 501 st and the 82nd Airborne Division, whereupon he set off towards 

his objective; but as it turned, in the wrong direction. On the edge of a small town he 

knocked on the door of a house to find out where they were. A French-speaking 

private from the 82nd discovered from the woman, who answered the door that they 

were at St. Mére-Eglise, five miles west of his objective. Turning back to the east as 

fast as they could, they marched for half-an-hour along the lanes, until the noise of 

approaching wagons brought the party to a halt. A German soldier in the first wagon 

fired a few rounds, but in a few minutes the drivers had been killed or captured, 

though Cole's supply officer, Major Vaughan, had also fallen, rushing a German 

machine-gun crew holding out in the dark at the rear of the column.12 
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Close to the St. Martin battery, Cole met a further 30 men of his battalion. 

From them he heard that the commanding officer of the 2nd Battalion, Steve 

Chappuis, was already sitting on the wreck of the battery. Dispatching the stray men 

from the 506th and the 82nd to find their own units, he divided his remaining men into 

two groups. One under Captain Clements marched on through St. Martin to Exit 4, 

while Cole himself took the rest to Exit 3 at Audouville-La-Hubert. By 7.30 a.m. 

they had secured both causeways without opposition and two hour later they were 

well placed to pick off 75 of the German beach defense garrisons retreating in front 

of 4th Infantry Division's sea landings.13 By the end of the day the battalion's strength 

had rise to 250 men. That night they moved to Blosville as the divisional reserve for 

the next day's operations. 

The 1st Battalion, under Lieutenant-Colonel Patrick Cassidy, had the tas k of 

clearing out the German artillery barracks in Mésiéres and establishing defensive 

positions to the north. Their drop was reasonably concentrated and the first men 

Cassidy met on the ground were his own runner and radio operator. But in the next 

field he came across Lieutenant-Colonel Robert Strayer from the 2nd battalion, 506th
, 

who se objective was beach Exit 2, six miles to the south. Within a little while they 

had collected 200 officers and men and two machine guns, and had located 

themselves by a signpost reading "Foucarville-2 km.,,14 Strayer set off to the south 

with his own men, while Pat Cassidy marched down the road to St. Martine-de

Varreville. Halfway there he met Captain Lillyman of the pathfinders, smoking a 

cigar on his way to collect his men. Lillyman told Cassidy that he had been to the 

battery and found it empty, whereupon Cassidy sent him off with orders to set up a 

road block to the north in Foucarville. 

As the light improved, Cassidy's group reached the first houses of Mésiéres. 

When a shot was fired at them from a small house, they rushed it, but found no one 

inside except an old French woman. For the rest of the day they used the place as the 

1 st battalion command post and all that day the old lady kept hidden in a cupboard 

two German soldiers, who, she explained later, had been kind to her. Cassidy now 

ordered Staff Sergeant Summers from his Company B to take 15 men from various 

different units with Cassidy's group to clear the artillery barracks close by. 

At 8.15 a.m., radio contact was established with the 4th Infantry Division 

Headquarters, which was now ashore on the beach. Cassidy reported the battery 

cle ar, but General Barton's queries about the causeway exits could not be answered, 
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since no word had come from Bob Cole's 3rd battalion, although they had in fact 

secured both exits by 7.30 a.m.15 So 1st Battalion patrol under Sergeant Snyder was 

sent out to see what was happening at Exit 4. By this time wounded were beginning 

to come in and a first aid station was set up by a dentisťs assistant, Private Callery. 

Callery unearthed a horse and cart in the village and spent the rest of the day 

bringing in wounded and injured men often under fire. 

Sergeant Snyder now returned to report that his patrol had cleaned out St. 

Martin and killed a number of Germans in position by the church. The patrol was at 

once sent back to hold the village and a message radioed to the 4th lnfantry Division 

that Exit and Causeway 4 were clear.16 

All this time the sound of shooting could be heard from the west, where 

Summers and his party were clearing the barracks. Summers knew none of his mixed 

bunch of men by name or sight and because he found them a surly and unwilling lot, 

he decided to attack by himself. 

The barracks consisted of eight houses, a mess hall and two-storey block 

beyond it. They reached the first house without being fired on, Summers ran forward 

kicked open the door and dashed inside. But nobody followed him; as the German 

inside the building began firing from loop-holes in the walls the rest of his men dived 

into the road ditch. lnside the house Summers opened fire with his tommy-gun, 

hitting four men and driving the rest out of the back door. By now Private Burt had 

got a machine-gun into action from the garden of the second house, into which 

Summers charged, only to find it empty: so Burt switched his fire to the loop-holes 

of the third house. Meanwhile Lieutenant Brandenberger from company C appeared 

to join Summers and together they rushed the third house. As they reached it, 

Brandenberger was knocked down and his left arm shattered by a grenade, but 

summers yet again kicked down the door and stormed in, killing six more Germans 

with his first few bursts. Emerging, he found that Brandenberger had been carried 

away, while his own group was stilI huddling in the ditch. 

For half an hour Summers rested there alone, leaning against the wall of the 

house. Then a captain wearing the 82nd Airborne Division patch joined him and 

together they hared under fire to the next house. After twenty yards the captain fell, 

shot through the heart, but Summers raced on into the house, killing six more 

Germans and forcing others to surrender. This was too much for one of the men 

watching from the ditch, Private John Camien from New York City.17 He called out 
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to Summers:"Why are you doing it?" "I can't tell you, "Summers replied. "What 

about the others?" "They don't seem to want to fight, "said Summers, "and I can't 

make them. So 1've got to finish it." "OK," said Camien. "1'm with yoU.,,18 

He now ran to join Summers. With his carbine he went with him through the 

next five houses and together they shot thirty more German gunners, taking no 

prisoners. 

Beyond the last house was the mess hall. Bursting through the door, they 

were astonished to come upon 15 Germans stilI sitting at breakfast in spite of din of 

battle. Summers shot them all. The last building was the main barracks, a two

storeyed, stone building, separated from the road by an open field and an earthy bank 

which was topped by a hedge. As the rest of the group closed up to this bank, a 

German rifleman opened fire on them from behind. In contrast to their previous 

behavior, they suddenly broke through the hedge and charged across the open ground 

towards the barracks; but then they came under intensive fire from the barracks loop

holes and windows four Americans fell dead, four more were wounded, and in few 

minutes the rest were back in he road ditch. 

At this moment Staff Sergeant Nickrent came up with a bazooka, sent along 

to help by Lieutenant-Colonel Cassidy. As he arrived a haystack and a shed near the 

barracks caught fire and ammunition stored in the shed began to explode. Some 

thirty Germans fled from the blaze, only to be mown down by the Americans in the 

road ditch. Now in position on the bank, Nickrent fired seven bazooka rounds at the 

barracks roof, setting it alight. Men in the ditch, others along the bank and 

reinforcements under Lieutenant Evers, Coombs and Richards directly concentrated 

fire at the barracks, as did Summers and Camien from their position near the mess 

hall. Then someone shouted "They're coming out!,,19 Fifty Germans were cut down 

as they ran from the burning building and the remainders were rounded up later in 

the day. It was now 3.30 p.m. Summers collapsed, exhausted by his nearly five hours 

of combat. He lit a cigarette. One of the men asked him, "How do you feel?" "Not 

very good," Summers answered. "It was all kind of crazy. 1'm sure 1'11 never do 

anything like that again.,,20 But a week later at Carentan he was to prove himself 

wrong. 

In the north, Captain Li1lyman had gone soon after dawn to establish a road 

block south of FoucarvilIe. But much earlier, at about 2 a.m., Captain Cleveland 

Fitzgerald of Company Band Lieutenant Hoggard had landed close to the Drop Zone 
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and, collecting 11 men, had immediately set off for Foucarville. Entering the village 

in the dark, they walked into a courtyard. In fact, they had come upon a German 

headquarters. A German sentry fired, hitting Fitzgerald in the lung, then was himself 

killed by a burst from Fitzgerald's tommy-gun. Nothing else happened. An American 

private crawled forward to Fitzgerald, who whispered "Tell Lieutenant Hoggard not 

to worry about me. It's too late. I'm dying.,,21 The squad withdrew about seven 

hundred yards to the south of the village, leaving Fitzgerald to lie there unti! mid

morning, when the village was re-occupied and battalion's medical officer, Captain 

Frank Choy, could get him away in a jeep. Ironically, Fitzgerald survived to 

command the battalion by the end of the war, but only to lose his life in a subsequent 

motor accident in Germany.22 

Hoggard waited outside the village until daylight. By then 25 more men had 

joined him and they moved forward, but were caught in a cross-fire between the 

houses and again withdrew. Two prisoners had pointed out to them a strongly 

fortified German position on the north edge of the village. Although Hoggard did not 

know it, this was a battalion command post of the 919th Grenadier regiment and to it 

all the Gerrnans in the village now retired. 

By about 10.30 a.m. another group of 44 men from the 1st Battalion were sent 

up by Cassidy to reinforce Foucarville.23 Led by Lieutenant Swanson, they joined 

forces with Hoggard's party and established four road blocks, covering the main 

approaches to the village. Throughout D-Day they fought a series of actions with 

Germans moving back from the beaches and exchanged fire with the strongpoint 

north of village. When a German anti-tank gun began ranging on one of the roads, 

Private Lyell crawled forward and killed the crew with a grenade, but was himself hit 

in the shoulder and died two hours later from loss of blood. 

Later in the afternoon, at about 4.30 p.m., Swanson put out another road 

block at the west end of the village, manned by 12 men with two machineguns, two 

bazookas and 15 lb of explosive, and offering a clear view along the road to the 

west.24 Presently a German convoy of five trucks came in sight, driving towards 

them. The Americans set the demolition charge in the road and with it blew up the 

leading vehicle. The four trucks following, packed with German gunners, now 

presented an easy target. As the American machine-guns, rifle s and bazookas opened 

up, the Germans jumped from the trucks. Some escaped back the way they had come, 

many fell dead and wounded; but others took cover in the road ditches and opened 
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fire on the road-block garrison to such effect that the Americans began to waver and 

sent back an urgent call for help to Swanson in the vi1lage. This he refused and 

sharply ordered them to hold where they were. 

While these men of the 1st Battalion, mostly from Company A, were fighting 

in Foucarvil1e to establish the defensive flank to the north, their battalion 

headquarters in Mésiéres had become a sorting post for much of the Division. During 

the day 200 men reported there and were sent to where Cassidy though their 

regiments and battalions might be. Communications were maintained with the 4th 

Infantry Division and a large number of wounded men were collected. 

Cassidy's battalion had not had a more concentrated drop that the rest of the 

502nd
; they had also rallied quickly and moved rapidly to carry out their tasks in a 

controlled and disciplined way?5 There were engaged in a large number of individual 

and small-scale actions at Mésiéres, St. Martin-de-Varreville and Foucarville, and 

inflicted heavy losses on the enemy. By contrast, the 3rd Battalion had been slow to 

rally and move, handicapped as they were by a scattered drop. Once established on 

their objectives, the causeway from beach Exits 3 and 4, they had moreover failed to 

contact anyone. They had seen very little action. lronically, Lieutenant-Colonel Bob 

Cole of the 3rd Battalion was a west pointer and had always enjoyed taunting Pat 

Cassidy, a reserve officer, with lack of professionalism. However, Bob Cole and his 

3rd Battalion were to get plenty of action later on. 

It was now 3 p.m., the 502nd had secured the two northern beach exits and 

contacted the 4th Infantry Division?6 Their defensive line to the north was 

established, if rather tenuously, and the battery and barracks at Mésiéres were clear. 

A few of the 2nd battalion from the south, where had dropped near Drop Zone C, 

were in reserve at the St. Martin battery. The 3rd Battalion was on Exit 3 and 4 and 

the 1st were engaged in the north. At this point Lieutenant-Colonel Michaelis arrived 

at the 1st battalion command post in Mésiéres with 200 men. As the regiment's 

executive officer, he had landed near Drop Zone A, found his regimental commander 

George Mosley helpless with a broken leg, and had taken over command of the 

regiment. He now ordered Cassidy to move north with his command post and his 

reserve Company C, led by Captain Hancock, to complete the division's protection 

on the north flank by taking up defensive positions in Beuseville-au-Plain, west of 

Foucarville. He was also to make contact with the 82nd Airborne Division. By 5.30 
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p.m., Michaelis had also arranged the evacuation of the wounded to the beaches and 

half-an-hour latter the 1st battalion marched off.27 

ln the van of Company C was a platoon of 23 men under Lieutenant Morton 

Smit. Leaving St. Martin-de-Varreville, he turned off the road and took to a dry 

stream bed, which led him too far north. Seeing a church and some houses on the 

skyline, he assumed that they were Beuseville, when in fact they were the hamlet of 

Haut Fournel, a mile to the north. Moving into the village they met no opposition, 

but Smit and his runner, Private Boone, were diverted by a large barrack-like 

building, full of German Army equipment: belts, caps, badges and even a Luger 

pistols. As they busily grabbed souvenirs, they were surprised by a truck-load of the 

enemy. Smit fired a burst from his tommy-gun and then, chased by the Germans, he 

and Boone ran back in to the courtyard and dived into a pig-sty, to hide under a heap 

of manure. After some confused fighting in the village, Smit and his platoon 

eventually withdrew to a wood as darkness fell and went to sleep. 

Meanwhile, in Foucarville, the rest of Company C could hear the firing from 

Haut Fournel, but they had little idea of what was happening. Then two German 

88mm guns on half-track chassis drove down the road from Haut Fournel towards 

them and stopped to come into action. Hancock at once sent off two groups, one 

round the enemy's right flank under Lieutenant Bernard Bucior and the other, led by 

Lieutenant Jack Borcherd, round the left flank. Borcherd's group destroyed one of 

the 88mm guns, but then they met vigorous resistance in the village and eventually 

had to retire to rejoin the company. 

Bucior's party also ran into heavy fire and Bucior was hit in the shoulder. 

Twenty Germans advanced towards them across a field, but Private Matthew, with a 

light machine-gun in his arms, and an unknown man from the 82nd Airborne Division 

with a German Schmeisser stood up and blazed away at them, breaking up the 

attack. 28 Mortar bombs showered on them and Bucior was hit again in six places. In 

fact, only two of the patrols were by now unwounded, so they staggered back 

towards the company position, but could not find it. As they moved east, half 

carrying and half dragging Bucior, they were seen by their colonel, Pat Cassidy, and 

most of them eventually turned up in hospital or at the company. Bucior, however, 

was never seen again. 

Hancock now drew back from the horneťs nest of Haut Fournel and as night 

fell his company dug themselves positions in the fields south of the village. In the 
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late evening they were attacked by a German platoon which had almost reached the 

company command post before it was stopped by the battalion mortar officer, Rance 

Colton, who was himself trying to find Hancock. Pu1ling out two grenades, he 

charged yelling, straight at the Germans, threw both grenades and missed with both, 

but so startled the enemy plato on that they tumed tail and scuttled back to the vi11age. 

Colton hit four of them with his carbine as they ran and was then found "doubled up 

and laughing like crazy" by Hancock, who had rushed up to see what was happening. 

With Company C under pressure and losing men near Haut Foumel, and 

Company A fighting in Foucarvi11e, Pat Cassidy was beginning to wonder if he could 

hold the north flank. Wounded were coming in from both companies, his own 

headquarters was under fire from 88mm guns and he had made no contact with the 

82nd Airbome Division. He moved his reserve, Company B, into the gap between 

Haut Foumel and Foucarvi11e and caHed up Michaelis for help. But as often happens, 

unknown to him, his position was improving. As night fell, the German infantry and 

gunners in Haut Foumel pulled out to the north, and in Foucarvi11e Swanson and 

Company A were surprised at about 10 p.m. by the cessation of aH fire from the 

German strongpoint on the north edge of the vi11age?9 As they watched, a white flag 

went up and some Germans and a woman came out of the emplacements and down 

the hi11 with their hands up. But suddenly there was a commotion behind them. Other 

Germans seemed to be making a break for it: then Americans could be seen amongst 

the crowd on the hi11, firing at the running men. Swanson's men in the vil1age ran 

forward to join in. Within a few minutes, 87 Germans had been taken and 50 ki11ed?O 

Company A had been mortaring and shooting up this strongpoint for many 

hours, but its sudden coHapse astonished Swanson. He was sti11 more surprised to 

find in the middle of the position, a dozen Americans armed with German weapons. 

They had aH dropped that moming round the Foucarvi11e strong-point and had to 

spend the day as prisoners. One of theirs member, Staff Sergeant Charles Ryan, 

discovered that some of the German garrison could speak English and learned, that 

way, that they were in Foucarvi11e. Knowing that his own Company A was supported 

to capture Foucarvi11e on D-Day, Ryan put on an act aH aftemoon and evening of 

worrying about the terrific bombardment and attack due at 10.30 p.m. This must 

have worked up a general sense of insecurity among the garrison. So, at 10.30 p.m. 

one of the Americans was told to wave a white c10th from the entrance to one of the 

bunkers, which he did with a yell of "Hey, Yanks, come on in.,,31 Most of the 

145 



garrison duty trooped out with their hands up, but a number made a dash for it, 

whereupon the American prisoners at once seized the rifles and machine carbines 

thrown down by the surrendering Germans and, joined now by Company A, opened 

rapid fire on the fleeing enemy. 

So ended D-Day for the S02nd Parachute Infantry. By 11 p.m. all was quiet 

and the 1ih and 22nd Infantry regiments from the 4th Infantry Division were moving 

up through the S02nď s positions. On the western flank, Lieutenant Smit and his 

patrol woke from their sleep in the wood outside Haut Fournel and heard a large 

body of men moving towards them along the hedgerows. Crawling up a ditch, Smit 

bumped into an American infantryman. "What are you doing here?" asked Smit. "I 

don't know", growled the young private, "but I can tell you what you're doing, 

you're fooling around in front of the 12th US Infantry during an attack.,,32 

The day had been one of small-scale platoon, section and individual fights at 

Mésiéres, St. Martin, Foucarville and Haut Fournel. The majority of the regiment 

was still missing from the drop and many men had been killed and wounded, but the 

regimenťs tasks had been completed and it had inflicted heavy casualties. The 

Germans had fought weU, but the descent of small groups of American parachute 

troops throughout the area had disrupted their command and communication system. 

The Germans garrisons and battery crews feIt a growing sense of isolation as the day 

wore on. By contrast, although the Americans started with an equal feeling of 

disorientation and loss of control, they knew that they were part of a massive 

invasion pIan and that, if they stuck it out, powerful armored, artillery and air support 

would eventually arrive. 

The other main element of the 101 st Airborne Division had come through an 

equally disjointed day. The S06th Parachute Infantry regiment, less its 3rd Battalion, 

together with regimental headquarters had assembled at Up Ottery airfield, in Devon, 

from their transit camp during the late afternoon of June Sth. By 9.30 p.m. the men 

were beside their aircraft, 81 C-47s of the 439th Troop Carrier Group, fitting 

parachutes; shortly before 10.30 they emplaned and engines were started; by lO.4S 

the last long queue of aircraft had begun to taxi round towards the runway; and at 11 

p.m. the leading serials to ok ofe3 

From Welford, in Berkshire, another 4S aircraft from the 43Sth Troop Carrier 

Group had taken off simultaneously. These were carrying the divisional commander, 

General Maxwell Taylor, his staff, some signals people, the divisional artillery staff 
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and the 3rd Battalion 501 st parachute Infantry, who were to be the divisional 

reserve.34 As the trucks bringing the men to the airfield from their transit camp rolled 

through Newbury in the late afternoon, the troops waved to people on the streets of a 

town they all knew well, just as they had done before on their several exercises. 

Not long before take-off General Eisenhower himself had arrived at Welford 

and walked down the long line of aircraft, hands in pockets, chatting informally to 

each stick as they fitted their parachutes, blackened their faces and went through 

final briefing.35 Deeply concerned by the risks involved in the American airborne 

pIan and by the fears expressed so forcibly by his air commander, Leigh-Mallory, he 

had felt compelled to see off at least some of the 13,000 men who were to drop into 

Normandy that night. The men who talked to him never forgot it; and the news of his 

visit spread quickly through the rest of the Division in the days that followed. 

Those aircraft from Up Ottery and Welford were all scheduled to drop on 

Drop Zone C, a mile west of Ste-Marie-du-Mont on a site chosen for its nearness to 

the two southern beach exits at Pouppeville and Houdienville, which were the 

objective of the 1st and 2nd Battalion of the 506th. General Taylor had chosen 

Hiesville, at the south-west corner of the Drop Zone, as his command post and had 

ordered the 3rd
/ 501S

\ the Division's reserve battalion, to assemble at the same 

place.36 

Twenty-two aircraft lifting the 1 st/506th dropped their sticks on or near the 

Drop Zone, but the 2nd battalion was scattered over a wide are a centered some 4 

mile s to the north.37 Almost certainly their pilots had dropped them in error on the 

lights and beacon from Drop Zone A. Most of divisional headquarters landed half-a

mile to the east, around the village of Ste-Marie-du- Mont, while the 3rd/501st was 

strewn over a wide area north and east of the target; three of the aircraft carrying men 

of this battalion were shot down, with the loss of all 36 men in them. The 506th 

regimental headquarters, with its commander, Colonel Robert Sink, landed on or 

near the Drop Zone and by 2 a.m. he had found his chosen command post, where 40 

men of his headquarters collected?8 By 2.30 a.m. he had contacted the commanding 

officer of his 1st Battalion, Lieutenant-Colonel Bill Turner, and at 3.15 a.m. they 

moved together to Culoville, chosen as the final regimental command post; but as 

they had not managed to contact the 2nd Battalion or divisional headquarters.39 As 

dawn approached Sink decided to wait no longer and dispatched Turner and the 50 
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available men from the 1st Battalion to capture the vital objective of Exit and 

Causeway No.1 at Pouppeville. 

In spite of their scattered drop four miles to the north, Lieutenant-Colonel 

Robert Strayer's 2nd Battalion rallied quickly. Fortunately its operations officer, 

Captain Clarence Hester, had quickly realized as he dropped that they were wide of 

the planned Drop Zone, and also that the slow stick meant his men would be 

stretched over at least a thousand yards. When he landed a para-pack of beacon lights 

was right beside him. Moving back along the line of flight for 600 paces, he fixed 

these lights in a taH tree at what he guessed would be the center of his stick. Within 

an hour 184 men had assembled round him and the battalion intelligence officer, 

Lewis Nixon, had found out from a French householder that they were at Foucarville. 

By 3.30 a.m. they were joined by the commanding officer, another 15 men of 

the battalion and 20 men from the 82nd Airborne Division.40 With these men Strayer 

moved off before dawn towards his objectives, Pouppeville and Houdienville, but 

around St.Germain-de-Varreville they ran into enemy resistance. Progress was slow 

and they only reached Houdienville at 1.30 p.m. though they then occupied it without 

a fight. By 6 p.m. 300 of the battalion had assembled there.41 

Meanwhile General Taylor had landed close to Drop Zone. Like General 

Ridgway, he had never been through the Parachute School; this jump was only his 

fifth and qualified him for his parachute wings.42 Major Larry Legere, the Divisional 

intelligence officer, was No. 1 of the stick and the General jumped at No. 2. Landing 

in a field among some cows, Taylor was surprised to see and hear no one else around 

him. He struggled for ten minutes to go out of his parachute harness and then had 

some minutes of anxious search until he glimpsed through a hedge the silhouette of 

an American soldier without a helmet, welcome relief. Twenty minutes latter he had 

found a few men of the 3rd/501st and his artillery commander Brigadier-General 

Anthony McAuliffe. Moving eastwards, it was not longer before Taylor also met up 

with Lieutenant-Colonel Julian Ewell, commanding his reserve battalion, his chief of 

staff Colonel Higgins, his engineer commander Lieutenant-Colonel John Pappas and 

a Reuters Correspondent, Reuben, who was to spend a frustrating day, unable for 24 

hours to communicate to anyone of the best stories of the century.43 Although they 

were close to their planned location, they were aU unknowing until daylight showed 

the spire of St. Marie-du-Mont church. 
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Eugene Brierre from the Headquarters Company remembered: "Our plane 

was identified as plane 1. General Taylor had the honor to be the first one out of the 

door for the jump. We had radar under our plane which was to tie in with equipment 

on the ground on our Drop Zone. Major Legere was the jumpmaster, and he was to 

go out of the door right behind General Taylor. I was the assistant jumpmaster and to 

be the last man to leave the plane. Normandy was the qualifying jump for General 

Taylor, to entitle him to be a paratrooper- his fifth jump. He was a very large man 

and was not able to get into his parachute harness without help. When our plane 

finally took off, it circled continuously until it got to several thousand feet. As the 

other plane s were taking off, they continued in a circle, and it was like a corkscrew 

going up into the air, which I could clearly see from the door. General Taylor had 

brought some pillows to lay on the f100r for the plane and rest during the trip. He told 

me he was going to take the chute off, and he wanted me to be available to be sure to 

help him to get it back for the jump. He lay down on the pillows and appeared to go 

into a deep sleep for about one-half hour. We started to put his chute back on 

thereafter, and it seemed like it was not going to be possible. Mter a struggle of 

about five minutes, we got him all hooked up. As we neared the Drop Zone, I could 

see some tracer bullets though the side windows. I also could hear explosions. No 

bullets hit our plane. When I got out of the plane and my chute opened, I saw tracer 

bullets going up in several places, but no ne of them were coming towards me. They 

were com ing from places clo se to where I had to land. I landed in a tree on the side 

of a hedgerow, and my feet were about six inches from the ground. I had a knife in 

both ankles and a jump knife in the pocket of my jacket. It was not able to open the 

pocket because of my weight in the chute. I had my carbine on my right leg and a 

machine-gun belt of ammunition on my left leg. I was not able to lift either leg to get 

the knife out of either ankle. Mter about five minutes, a trace bullet came through 

my chute above my head. Somehow, I got the strength to bend my right leg and 

reach the knife on my right ankle and cut myself loose. I headed in the direction I 

though was the assembly point. Mter about ten minutes, I was challenged by General 

Taylor himself. He and I continued on to the assembly point. About twenty soldiers 

were all that gathered at the assembly point. General Taylor was not sure of our 

location, and neither was General McAuliffe. The three of us, with a f1ashlight, 

looked at a map inside of a hedgerow. All three had different idea of our location.,,44 
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General Taylor still had no news of the rest of his Division, and in particular 

no contact with the 506t
\ although it too was only half-a-mile away. To secure the 

beach exits for the 4th Infantry Division was his main task. So far as he knew, the 

506th might not have arrived at all; accordingly, he now ordered Ewell to take 60 

men available, including him and the divisional staff, and seize Pouppeville at once. 

In Ste Marie-du-Mont the leading scouts bumped into an enemy section and 

shot six of them, then found Pouppeville itself held by party of the German 1058th 

regiment. In clearing the village major Legere of the Divisional Staff was wounded 

in the thigh, and Privates Hubbard and Garcia and four other men were killed, but 

after two hours of fighting in and out of the house s, the remaining 38 Germans 

surrendered. Shortly after 11 a.m. a tank came up the road from the beach. It turned 

out to be the leading vehicle of the 4th Infantry Division.45 The contact was made. 

Sergeant Pike of E Company, 8th Infantry Regiment, 4th Infantry Division 

recalled: "I saw a helmet and then it disappeared, and I told Captain Mabry that I saw 

a helmet up there behind those bushes and he said, 'Could you tell if it was American 

or German?' and I said, 'I didn't see enough, I don't know, Sir.",46 The men on the 

far end of the causeway shot off an orange flare, the American recognition signal on 

June 6. "And these two guys stood up and the first thing we saw was the American 

flag on their shoulder and it was two paratroopers. They said, '4th Division?' and we 

said, 'Yes.",47 Lt. Eugene Brierre of the 101st was one of the two paratroopers. He 

greeted Pi ke and asked, "Who is in charge here?,,48 Capt. George Mabry came up 

and replied, "I am." Brierre said, "Well, General Taylor is right back here in 

Pouppeville and wants to meet yoU.,,49 It was 11.10 a.m. and the linkup between the 

101 st and 4th divisions had been achieved.50 Exit No.1 was in American hands. 

General Taylor and his staff then set off back to Hiesville, his planned 

headquarters position, arriving there at about 5 p.m.51 Soon after the end of this 

action Turner and his party from the 506th arrived at Pouppeville, found it in Ewell's 

hands and returned to their regimental headquarters in Culoville. By midday all the 

four causeways leading off the beaches were in the hands of the 101 st Airborne 

Division and the way was clear for the 4th infantry Division to advance westwards. 

Colonel bob Sink and his regimental headquarters stayed all day at Culoville, 

isolated from the rest of the battle. By evening he had 650 men from his 1st and 2nd 

Battalions under his command at Culovi1le and Pouppevi1le, but sti1l no contact with 

Division, little information about the enemy and no news at all of his 3rd Battalion. 
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Patrol s he sent out became engaged in small-scale actions amongst the fields, 

orchards and hedgerows, and on several occasions enemy patrol s probed into his 

position. He was in fact in the middle of the German 2nd battalion, 191st Arti1lery 

Regiment, one battery of which was attacked and overrun by a 506th patrol. Sink's 

uncharacteristic inactivity derived from his belief that the rest of his regiment would 

eventually find him at Culoville and that from there he could support the 506th 

garrison on the causeway at Pouppevi1le and Houdienville. 

The missing 3rd Battalion's objective was to seize the bridges over the River 

Douve at Le Port and establish bridgehead on the far side; this was the nearest point 

to the V Corps landing and part of the 101 st Airbome Division's defensive flank to 

the south. The battalion had taken off with two platoons of the 320th Parachute 

Engineers from Exeter in 45 aircraft of the 434th Troop Carrier Group.S2 

The 3rd Battalion's Drop Zone D been chosen as the nearest suitable terrain 

on the Douve River; but it had also been foreseen as a likely landing area by the 

German 91 st Division. The Germans had made ready by soaking a bam in the Drop 

Zone with oil, ready for buming, and ringing the are a with machine-guns and 

mortars. As the troop-carrying aircraft appeared overhead, the Germans lit their 

bonfire and set off flares. 

Luckily many of the aircraft dropped their stick ear1y and a number of men 

landed on the west si de of the Drop Zone, including some of the 2nd Battalion 50lst
• 

But the 1st Battalion 501 st was badly scattered; their commanding officer, Lieutenant

Colonel Robert Carroll, was killed, the executive officer, Major Philip Gage, was 

wounded and captured, and aU four company commanders were missing. The 3rd 

Battalion 506t
\ too, was widely dispersed and lost most of its men who dropped on 

or ne ar the Drop Zone. Hs commanding officer, Robert Wolverton, and executive 

officer, George Grant, were killed there and its four company commanders were also 

missing. Wolverton was greatly trusted and loved by his men. He had assembled his 

battalion in a field at the transit camp before D-Day and had ended his orders to them 

thus:"Although I am not a religious man, I would like aU of you to kneel with me in 

prayer, and do not look down with bowed head, but look up, so you can see God and 

ask His blessing and help in what we are about to dO."S3 Most of the battalion never 

forgot that picture of him, kneeling in prayer by an English hedgerow on the day 

before his death. Only one company commander, Captain Robert Harwick, 

eventually got back to the battalion three days later. 
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The Drop Zone D pathfinders had themselves been engaged in a fire-fight 

with Germans and now they watched helplessly as the following battalions flew into 

the trap. One of the men to drop into it was Captain Charles Shettle of the 3rdj506th
• 

After 15 minutes lying in a ditch under mortar and machine-gun fire, he set off to the 

south-west, towards Angoville-au-Plain. On the way he picked up two officers and 

12 men of his battalion and with them moved without more delay towards the 

bridges at Le Port. Finding 16 more men, two officers and a sapper en route, the 

group reached the bridges at 4.30 a.m.54 Here they came under fire from across the 

river. At first light five more officers and 15 men joined them and with this added 

strength Shettle decided to complete his battalion's task by pushing a bridgehead 

across the river. 

Privates Donald Zahn and George Montilio were first over the bridges, under 

fire from the opposite bank, to reconnoiter the enemy position. Later on they were 

both awarded the DSC; Zahn was given a battlefield commission and Montilio was 

promoted sergeant. Montilio's medal arrived several months before Zahn's and he 

refused to wear it until both had received their award. During the moming, three 

officer patrols crossed the bridges to attack the German positions. They knocked out 

three machine-guns and killed 13 bank and dug in there. By evening 40 more men 

had joined the attackers and after dark the sappers prepared both bridges for 

demolition. 

The continuation of this southem flank was the tas k of Colonel Johnson's 

501 st Parachute Infantry Regiment. His 1st and 2nd Battalions were deputed to capture 

the locks at La Barquette, which were believed to control the flooding of the Douve 

and Merderet valleys, and to blow the bridges on the main road and railway running 

north from Carentan towards Cherbourg. They were also to seize and hold the village 

of St Come-du Mont of they could. 

Delayed by a bundle jammed in the doorway, Colonel Johnson and his stick 

jumped some 30 seconds after the green light, but much to their surprise they landed 

in the middle of the Drop Zone. Johnson was a fire-eating, extrovert personality, full 

of showmanship, but determined to exact the highest standard s from his regiment 

both in training and in war. "We are the best!,,55 his men were taught to yell. Back in 

England, before his whole regiment, he had drawn his jumping knife, held it up high 

and declaimed: "I swear to you that before tomorrow nigh this knife will be buried in 
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the back of the blackest German in Normandy.,,56 Never popular, he was respected in 

the regiment aH the same, and had chosen some fine junior leaders. 

As Johnson jumped and his parachute developed, tracer bulIets cracked past 

him. In struggling with the bundle in the door, he had inadvertently pulIed his reserve 

parachute and this now developed too. He cut it away with his jump knife, hit the 

ground and was at once fired on by a rifleman twenty-five yards away. Johnson fired 

two shots back with his .45 pistol, heard a cry, cut away his harness and then rolIed 

over and over into the cover of a hedge and bank. Avoiding a large building occupied 

by the German 1058th Regiment, he moved south, colIecting 150 men on the way. 

Splashing through the marshes and along the ditches, by dawn they reached the area 

of the locks at La Barquette and found them undefended. 

A few German positions on the south side of the river opened fire on the 

Americans, but Johnson's men were soon dug in on the embankrnent and on the 

higher ground to the north. Simultaneously with the firing, a patrol arrived with news 

that the regimenťs operations offícer, Major Allen, was in action at Basse Addeville, 

a mile away to the north. As Johnson's own patrols towards the main road bridge s 

reposted heavy opposition, he decided to concentrate what forces he could for an 

attack in their direction. Johnson and 50 men reached Basse Addeville at 9 a.m.57 

There they found 100 men Major Allen with, inc1uding Lieutenant FarrelI US Navy, 

a Forward Observer Bombardment, who was in contact with ships off VTAH beach. 

Lieutenant Parker Alford, from Houston, Texas was assigned to the 101 st as 

one of the naval observer and gunfire spotters, he remembered:"Our job was to jump 

with various assault battalions of paratroopers of the 82nd and the101st Airborne 

Divisions to afford them naval gunfire support after we landed. The thirteen officers 

and men of the naval gunfire partie s were assigned to different battalions of the 82nd 

and 101st Airborne. Our radio operators, alI NCOs, were assigned to each officer. We 

were equipped with SCRS signals corps radio 609s and SCR-327. On June 6, about 

twelve minutes over land, the green light came on and my watched read 1.10 a.m. 

My radio operator and I kicked the radio out, and I folIowed after it yelIing, 'Go.' 

The sky was fulI of exploding flak, and even a Bill Rose extravaganza could not have 

competed with the numerous colors. I floated down and to me it seemed an eternity. I 

tried to go faster by pulling on my static lines; this put me in a dive, and I was very 

grateful when the ground came up to meet me. As I landed, I heard much running 

toward me and around me. I was sure that I was completely surrounded by the 

153 



enemy, and in the cold and darkness I eased out of my parachute and got my tommy

gun in shooting position. The running came straight at me and snorted. It was a herd 

of milch cows that had been disturbed by the noise of our invasion. I have found my 

operator, but we could not find the radio. We pushed on further and encountered 

General Maxwell Taylor, his radio operator. Some more troopers gathered and we 

pushed on toward Carentan. On the road to Carentan we were held up around 5 a.m. 

by heavy artillery and mortar fire at a crossroads. Part of the 502nd and the 506th 

regiments was held up there due to intense mortar and artillery fire. They had 

attempted to dig into the hedgerows. A naval gunfire officer of the 506th decided to 

try to contact our naval shore party. Colonel Ewell, the regimental commander, had 

taken a French farmhouse as his headquarters and we were in the basement, which 

had a wine cell ar. Some barrels of wine were still there, and our troops took 

advantage by filling their canteens.,,58 

Operating from the houses of Basse Addeville, Allen's mixed group was in 

c10se contact with German infantry from 1058 Regiment in St Come, and he was 

reluctant to obey Johnson's order to disengage, leave his growing number of 

wounded an move down to La Barquette. While they were arguing, radio contact was 

made with Lieutenant-Colonel Ballard, who with 250 men of the 2nd Battalion was 

fighting in Les Droueries, a large farm about 1,000yds to the north-west; Ballard, 

too, was heavily engaged, and he more or less refused to obey an order to break off 

and concentrate at La Barquette, much to Johnson's fury. However, Johnson could 

do little about it; soon after midday, therefore, he returned to the lock, leaving Allen 

at Basse Addeville. 

On the way back Johnson's group ran into considerable fire from small arms, 

mortars and 88mm guns in St Come-du-Mont and Carentan. Johnson crawled over to 

Farrell in his slit trench to call for naval gunfire and soon 8in shells from the USS 

Quincy were falling on St Come and Carentan, with marked effect on the volume of 

German fire.59 By radio relay through Allen at Basse Addeville, Farrell was also able 

to support Ballard at Les Droueries with naval gunfire. The noise of these great 

shells, droning overhead like a flying Metro train to plant big, black bursts on the 

German positions in St Come were a tonic for the men of the 501st
• 

Through the afternoon and evening, patrols from La Barquette contacted 

Shettle and his handful of the 3rd/506th at Le Port to confirm strong enemy defenses 

at the southern and of St Come and round the main road bridges. By nightfall the 
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501 st were dug in round the lock, where Colonel Johnson had some 250men; at Basse 

Addeville, where Major Allen held out; and at Les Droueries, where Lieutenant

Colonel Ballard was still trying to advance on St Come-du-Mont with 250 men of his 

own 2nd Battalion. 

The 2nd Battalion had achieved one of the best and most concentrated drops of 

the whole division. Practically all its aircraft had put their sticks down within, a mile 

of Drop Zone D, but then assembly had been delayed because the Germans were 

lying in wait and inflicted many casuaIties. Two men jumped with the battalion's 

favorite rallying signals, a large bronze bell and a green electric lantern, but they 

were never seen again. 

Ballard himself landed on the western edge of the Drop Zone. Within a few 

minutes he had found several men and his executive officer, Major Raymond 

Bottomly, who had sprained his ankle, and by 3.30 a.m. he had collected 150 men, 

although some lacked weapons, which they had lost in the marshes.60 Ballard then 

decided to go for St Come-du-Mont, one of the regimenťs objectives, but was 

frustrated by strong enemy resistance from the big farm at Les Droueries. He had 

launched an assault on the farm at 5.30 a.m., but the two leading companies, each of 

about 30 men, went to ground when they came under fire. 61 Ballard was disturbed, 

by this and equally by the curious stupor in which many of his men were moving; 

some had fallen asleep each time the column halted, a phenomenon repeated 

elsewhere on the battlefield. It is, however, comparatively common in such 

circumstances. These men had not slept for 24 hours; some of them were also 

experiencing the lethargy which follows long period of tension and the fatigue 

sometimes caused by a prolonged effort to control fear. 

A 1st Battalion officer, Lieutenant, Walter Wood, now arrived with 20 more 

men. Joining the flank of the attack, he succeeded in getting into a house on the 

right-hand end of the objective. Ballard's right-hand company followed up this by 

advancing into the farm buildings, but just as success seemed likely Johnson's radio 

message came through, ordering Ballard to cIo se on La Barquette. After some delay 

caused by the need to cIear the wounded, the battalion drew back from Les 

Droueries, but aH attempts to move southwards were prevented by strong enemy 

resistance and the difficulty of moving though the marshes. J oined by another 25 

men, the 2nd Battalion dug in for the night where they were. 
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Allied intelligence estimates before D-Day had put the garrison of St Come

du-Mont at platoon strength, but in fact the village and the surrounding farms were 

held on D-Day by the 3rd Battalion, 1058th Grenadier Regiment of the 91 st Division. 

They fought well through the day, inflicting casualties on the 506th and 501 st from 

the moment they dropped and blocking the movement westwards of the 2nd/501st at 

Les Droueries and Basse Addeville. 

During the afternoon and evening of D-Day, the three battalions of the 

German 6th Parachute Regiment marched up from Carentan to St Come-du Mont.62 

Their commander, Major von der Reydte, reached St Come-du-Mont at noon, 

c1imbed the church tower. What he saw quite took his breath away. "AlI along the 

beach," he recalled, "were these small boats, hundreds of them, each disgorging 

thirty or forty armed men. Behind them were the warships, blasting away their huge 

guns, more warships in on fleet than anyone had ever seen before. Cannons from a 

single German coastal bunker were firing at the incoming American troops, who had 

no cover on the gently rising slope. Except for this small fortification, the German 

defense seemed nonexistent or, in any case, invisible.,,63 

Knowing nothing of the approach of the 501 st, he ordered his 2nd Battalion to 

c1ear the road north as far as Ste Mére-Eglise, the 1st Battalion to advance on Ste 

Marie-du Mont to block enemy movement inland, and the 3rd Battalion to return to 

Carentan as a firm base, leaving two companies in St Come to strengthen the 

3rd/1058. Taking command also of 3rd/1058, who had becn fighting round St Come 

all day, he ordered them to hold on in the village. 

Two glider lifts had been planned to reinforce the 101 st Airborne Division. In 

the first, 52 WACO gliders towed by the C-47 aircraft of the 434th Troop Carrier 

Group took off from Aldermaston at 1.19 a.m.64 They carried 158 men, 16 6-pounder 

anti-tank guns, a bulldozer, medical stores and signal equipment, inc1uding a radio 

jeep and a long-range radio set (SCR 499) for communication between the divisional 

command post in Normandy and its rear base in Berkshire. In the leading aircraft the 

pilots were Colonel Whiteacre, the 434th Group Commander and Major-General 

beech of IXth Troop Carrier Command. Flying the W ACO glider behind them was 

Lieutenant-Colonel Mike Murphy, one of the original glider pilots and a real expert 

in glider handling; and in the belly of the glider, strapped into the passenger eat of a 

jeep, was Brigadier-General Don Pratt, the Assistant Divisional Commander, and 

with him his aide Lieutenant John Le May.65 
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Pratt was a Gunner and an officer of the old school. He set high standard s for 

himself and his subordinates, was older than most of the senior officers in the 

division and respected by everyone. He never felt that the air was his element and 

was unusually superstitious. Two days before D-Day Maxwell Taylor had gone to his 

bedroom in the transit camp for a talk and as he entered had thrown his cap on the 

Pratťs bed. "Don't do that!" shouted Pratt angrily, knocking it on to the fIoor, "don't 

you know it's unlucky?,,66 

Soon after take-off the tow-rope of the glider carrying the long-range radio 

parted and it landed back at Aldermaston. A spare aircraft was rolled out and inside 

30 minutes the fresh combination had set off in pursuit of the glider train. In flights 

of four aircraft-and-glider combinations they fIew smoothly and uneventfully 

through a fine and peaceful night along the same route as the parachute aircraft. 

Shortly before reaching the west coast of the Cherbourg peninsula the tug planes 

duly picked up the radar signals from the Eureka beacon on Landing Zone E near 

Hiesville, 20 miles ahead. 

Then, halfway across the peninsula, they came under fire from the antiaircraft 

and machine-guns of the German 91st Division round St Sauveur-Le-Vicomte and 

one aircraft and glide were shot down over Pont l' Abbé. Another tug-pilot lost the 

formation in light cloud and eventually released his glider south of Carentan, but 49 

out of 52 aircraft reached the landing zone in good order, picked up the green T of 

landing lights and cast of their gliders at the pre-arranged height of 450ft., it was six 

minutes to four o'clock in the moming and still dark. The surviving C-47s continued 

on to the east, fIew over the St Marcouf Islands and all landed back safely at 

Aldermaston by 5.30 a.m.67 

Landing Zone E was roughly triangular in shape and was sited in small, fIat 

fields about 300yds long, divided from each other by hedgerows and banks often 

topped by 40ft trees. The setting moon was partially obscured by clouds and many 

pilots lost sight of the green landing zone lights as they swept around into their 

planned 270deg tum after release from the tug planes, not surprisingly, as the second 

glider to land smashed into the lights and extinguished them for good. 

Dnly six gliders landed on the zone. Fifteen more were within half-a mile- of 

in; 10 landed together near Les Forges, two miles to the west; and the remaining 18 

were scattered east and south-east of the zone. Nearly all made a crash landing, 

heavily damaging the gliders, but did surprisingly little harm to men and equipment. 
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ln the leading glider Murphy flew in accurately to the landing zone, side-slipped over 

some trees and touched down successfully, but the wet grass and his speed caused 

the glider to skid across the field and crash heavily into a bank. He was now worse 

than trapped with a broken femur, but the luckless Don Pratt was dead; his head 

jerked forward on impact, striking the glider's cross-beam, and his neck was 

broken.68 Four other glider passengers were killed in crash landings, 17 of them were 

injured and seven taken prisoner. 

Robert Butler, glider-pilot of the 434th Troop Carrier Group, 74th Squadron 

recalled: "Finally that time came, and it was at night that we gathered on the fields in 

preparation to take off, and general Eisenhower all of sudden appeared and gaye us a 

short pep talk. I can't say we were too exhilarated by his appearance; it simply added 

to our anxiety, realizing that we were going in for a very exciting time. We finally 

took off and I had fifteen troops in my glider, plus my copilot Tim Homan. We glider 

pilots were prepared to flight with the rest of the airborne troops, and were equally 

laden with B-guns and M-1 rifles, .45pistols, hand grenades, and lots of ammunition, 

plus our food rations; to say the least, we were well laden. We were also given a 

large pair of extremely dark goggles to wear when we started getting into flak. We 

didn't really know what to expect in that respect, but it wasn't very long before we 

found out. Well out into the English Channel, we met phosphorous shells that lighted 

the sky just like daylight, and then we started receiving lots of flak. It was a 

harrowing experience, reaching the shores of France. We kept on going past the 

shoreline into Sainte-Mére-Eglise. Nearing our landing zones at Sainte-Mére-Eglise, 

the tow plane s kept getting higher and higher, which was our largest worry because 

the higher they went, then we released, we had to circle and circle in order to come 

back to our proper landing area. A lot of this was caused by mass confusion and too 

many planes coming in at pretty much the same time, and an exceptionally large 

amount of ground fire com ing up at us. Manny gliders were shot down, as well as the 

tow planes, and at my release time, we circled several times, and I had to land by 

moonlight between two large hedgerows. I had a parachute in my tail, which I. 

directed my copilot to active about fifty feet off the ground, and was able to pl op 

between four huge hedgerows which contained trees fifty feet or more in height. The 

glider directly ahead of mine was piloted by Colonel Mike Murphy, and the glider 

contained General Pratt as well as several other occupants. General Pratt was killed 

in the air and colonel Murphy did not make a successful landing between the 
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hedgerows but went into one and severely crippled his legs. It was still dark when we 

landed, and our instructions were to hide as quickly as possible where we wouldn't 

be seen, and communicated if necessary by activating a brass cricket which we all 

carried.,,69 

To protect the landing and help with unloading a platoon of 3rd Battalion 501 st 

and some men of the divisional artillery, led by Colonel Tom Sherburne, were 

standing by on the Landing Zone. By mid-morning they had collected 115 men, tree 

jeeps, six anti-tank guns and 35 German prisoners as a bonus. The second lift, of 32 

Horsa gliders, came in at 9 p.m.70 Flown again by 434th from Aldermaston and 

carrying 157 men, 40 jeeps, six guns and 19 tons of equipment, they took off at 6.30 

p.m. and flew in fine weather with strong escorts and without difficulty to Landing 

Zone E.71 Here the glider pilots from the morning lift had worked aH day to c1ear the 

landing zone and cut down trees, and the pathfinders had put out green smoke and a 

yeHow panel T. As the Horsas came in to land they were fired on by the German 

795th Ost Battalion, still holding the high ground near Turqueville about a mile away; 

14 men were killed and 30 injured in the landings, although most of the pilots landed 

successfuH y. 

By the evening of D-Day, General Taylor at Hiesville knew that aH four 

causeways from the beaches were secure and that the 4th Infantry Division was 

moving inland.72 In the north, the 502nd was already constituting a firm defensive 

flank and was being relieved by the 1i\ 22nd and 8th Regiments of the 4th Infantry 

Division. News of the 82nd was scanty; and along the River Douve, on the southern 

flank of his bridgehead, the situation was confused. Taylor knew nothing of Shettle's 

small body of the 3rd/506 t
\ holding the wooden bridges at Le Port, and very little of 

the fate and whereabouts of the 501 st, except for the 3rd Battalion, his own divisional 

reserve. Only one glider battalion had landed by sea and had not yet reported. Taylor 

realized that his main strength lay in the 506th
, whose command post was only half-a

mile away, where Colonel Bob Sink had under his hand 528 men of the 1st and 2nd 

Battalions. Clearly the most important divisional task left undone was to secure the 

line of the River Douve and in particular to seize the main road bridge s north of 

Carentan. 

Accompanied by Brigadier-General Tony McAuliffe, Taylor walked over to 

Culoville and gaye Sink orders to move at first light with his own two battalions and 

the 1st Battalion, 401st Glider Infantry, through St Come-du-Mont to the main road 
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bridges.73 Sink was also to use the 40 strays from the 82nd
, his own affiliated battery 

of eight 6-pounder anti-tank guns and the 100 men from various unit s in both 

divisions who had rallied at Coolville. 

Of the 6,600 men of the 101 sl Division who had dropped that moming, 3,500 

were missing as D-Day ended; 182 had been killed in action and 537 wounded.74 By 

August 1944, there were still 1,240 men missing; some of them were eventually 

traced as prisoners of war, but many more had drowned in the marshes and the sea.75 

THE 82ND AIRBORNE DIVISION ON D-DAY 

Grouped round Grantham, in Lincolnshire, were the airfields of the 52nd 

Troop Carrier wing and the billets of the 82nd Airbome Division. These two 

formations had worked together in training in the United States and in operations in 

North Mrica, Sicily and Italy. Strong ties of affection and understanding bound them 

together and had been cemented rather than loosened by plain speaking on both sides 

after mistakes and accidents. 

Four of the groups in the wing experienced troop-carriers averaging 1,500 

hours flying for each pilot, but the 3151h had been used exc1usively on transport work 

and only dropped its first parachute troops in May 1944. The 442nd Group was raised 

in September 1943 and it, too, was very green.1 

"One of the advantages we had when we went into Normandy was that the 

landscape hadn't changed in a hundred years, and all the maps were exceedingly 

accurate," said Sergeant Howard Melvin. It would be the third combat jump for the 

5051
\ and Melvin knew that some things would go wrong. But they were ready. "The 

jumps into Sicily and Italy were also at night. We had the experience and we felt that 

we could handle the situation .... We knew that it was not going to go by the numbers 

as they exactly planned it. The airplanes in Sicily and Italy had broken formations." 2 

The 3161h Group took off from Cottesmore at 11 p.m., ten minutes after the 

101s1 Airbome Division had left its Berkshire bases.3 Seventy-one aircraft carried the 

2nd and 3rd Battalions, 5051h
, and two guns of the 4561h Parachute Artillery; in one of 

these planes a grenade carried by a soldier exploded accidentally, killing him and 

wrecking the rear of the plane. Forty-seven more aircraft of the 315 Group left 

Spanhoe with the 1 sl Battalion and headquarters of the 5051
\ plus General Ridgway 
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and some of his staff. In bright moonlight, amid high, scattered clouds, they formed 

up into a long stream of nine-aircraft skeins to fly down the corridor of marker lights 

and radar beacons across England to the coast at Portland Bill, and then out over the 

Channel. 

Their objective was Drop Zone 0, an oval of fields and hedges about a mile 

long and half-a-mile wide north-west of Ste Mére-Eglise and just east of the River 

Merderet. Provided visibility held, its boundaries were clear1y marked by the river on 

the west, a lane to the south and the main road north from Ste Mére-Eglise on the far 

end. 

The aircraft kept formation and were right on course as they crossed the 

French coast. Inside the aircraft the sticks were already standing and hooked up, 

ready for a fast exit if their aircraft was hit by flak. The leading aircrews spotted a 

cloud bank ahead in time and led the formation in a steady climb over it. As they 

began to descend beyond it, they came under scattered machine-gun fire and 23 

aircraft were slightly damaged, but no ne was lost and only one man was wounded. 

At 1.25 a.m., half-an-hour ear1ier, the pathfinders had landed on the Drop 

Zone and set up three sets of green lights, one for each battalion, and their Eureka 

beacon.4 Fifteen miles away, the main body of aircraft picked up the Eureka signals 

and at four minutes past two the first stick jumped. 

Jumpmaster in the leading aircraft was Lieutenant-Colonel Ben Vandervoort. 

Standing in the open door from the coast onwards, he could recognize each key 

feature as they flew in. He could see clearly they had some way to go before crossing 

the River Merderet, when suddenly the green light for "Go" came on. He had to act 

swift1y. Once the lead jumpmaster jumped and the green confirming flash had shone 

from the astro-dome of the leading aircraft, every other aircraft in the formation 

would take note and turn on their green lights. Vandervoort shouted to the Air Corps 

crew chief beside him to tell his pilot to turn off the green light, which he promptly 

did. 

A few minutes later Vandervoort did see on the ground ahead the lights of the 

"T" on Drop Zone "O". Above him the green light lit up once more-but, without the 

usual slowing down of the aircraft or descent to the 750ft jumping height, which they 

had planned. They all went out. "The opening shock popped lights in the back of 

your eye-balls and tore off musette bags, field glasses and anything else that wasn't 
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tied down securely,"S Vandervoort remembers. "However, aH that is trivia. We were 

there right on the button. It was a great delivery.,,6 

In aH, 117 sticks foHowed him, totaling 2,090 men. Four men refused to jump 

and seven were wounded. Thirty-one of the sticks landed on the Drop Zone, 29 

within one mile, 20 within two miles and the rest anywhere from five to 14 miles 

away. Nevertheless - and particularly as a number of plane s carrying men of the 

50ih and 50Sth
, scheduled for Drop Zones T and N, had mixed in with the aircraft 

over Drop Zone 0, it had been a fine achievement in night navigation and steadiness 

under difficult conditions by the leading serial of 36 aircraft from 316 Group; they 

kept their tight and disciplined forrnation the whole way round and appeared back 

over Cottesmore at 5 a.m. in perfect order. 7 

At the other Drop Zones the picture was very different. The 313th and 314 

Group, in three serials of 36 aircraft and one of 24, had flown the 50Sth Parachute 

Infantry from Saltby and Folkingham to Drop Zone. This was another oval of fields 

and orchards about one-and-a-half miles west of the River Merderet, two miles north 

of the River Douve and only a mile from Picauville and the headquarters of the 

German 91 st Division at Vernaville. When these 132 aircraft met the cloud bank over 

the French coast, they ploughed into it and scattered. Second-Lieutenant gene 

Williams and Technician Francis Lamoureux were only pathfinders to drop ne ar the 

zone - and they were a mile to the south-east of it. They duly set up their Rebecca 

radar beacon and two amber lights, and made a contact with the first plane s at 1.56 

a.m., when the latter were still12 miles away, but few pilots picked up the signals. 

Lieutenant-Colonel Clayton Styles, leading his 314th Group and navigating on 

Gee, dropped his load, including Lieutenant-Colonel Thomas Shanley of the 

2nd/50S t
\ accurately on the Drop Zone. The other three leaders aH dropped on the 

Drop Zone too, but the aircraft formations behind them had disintegrated. In the 

314th Group 18 aircraft were hit by flak and machine-gun fire and one aircraft was 

shot down in flames as it made a third pass over the Drop Zone in an attempt to put 

its stick down on target. In the 313th Group 21 aircraft were damaged, one aircraft 

was brought down after dropping its men, another ditched in the Channel with both 

engines on fire and a third was missing. The captain of the fourth aircraft was killed, 

but the machine was flown safely home by the co-pilot. 

In aH, 2,183 men jumped; two refused, two had fouled parachutes and one 

was wounded in the aircraft.8 But only 17 of 132 sticks landed on the Drop Zone; 46 
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were within two miles, 34 were dropped east of the River Merderet in the 101 st 

Division area between St Martin-de-Varreville and Ste Mére-Eglise, eight sticks 

jumped five miles too early and well west of the Drop Zone, two more sticks found 

themselves near Valognes, nine miles away, and five sticks dropped near Cherbourg, 

15 miles to the north. It needed four days before the 508th Parachute Infantry could 

get together as an effective, fighting information. 

Last of the three main groups of the division, the 50ih Parachute Infantry, 

took off from Barkston Heath and Fulbeck in the aircraft of the 61st and 442nd 

Groups. At Barkston Heath the 61 st set up a record in organization and disciplined 

fIying by sending off three aircraft at a time with seven seconds between trios, 

getting 72 planes into the air in five minutes. 

Their Drop Zone T was a fiat and open piece of ground north-west of the La 

Fiere Bridge and about 1,OOOyds west of the railway. The pathfinders, led by 

Lieutenant Charles Ames, dropped accurately on the Drop Zone; but they could only 

find half their men, and the Eureka beacon but no lights. They switched on their 

Eureka just in time, at 2.12 a.m., for at 2.17 the beacon was triggered by a Rebecca 

response from the leading aircraft of the main body 15 miles away. At 2.26 the main 

drop began.9 

Both these groups also ran into the cloud bank after the coast, but a1though 

the 61st stayed together, the 442 became badly dispersed. One aircraft in 61st was hit 

by machine-gun fire from the ground, dropped its parachute troops and ten crashed, 

the crew baling out in time; only six other aircraft were hit. In the 442nd
, 21 aircraft 

were hit; one dropped its stick just before crashing some miles short of the Drop 

Zone and one ditched in the Channel on the way home. A to tal of 1,936 men jumped 

and one refused. lO 

Only three sticks of 48 men hit the Drop Zone. Fifty more sticks were within 

a mile of it, but most fetched up to the east of the Drop Zone in the marshes of the 

fIooded River Merderet. The inundated fields each side of the Merderet had not 

shown up well on pre-D-Day air photographs; unprepared for it, many men landing 

in water thought they must be far to the south, in the valley of the Douve. This 

impression was strengthened and confusion magnified by the fact that many officers 

and NCOs standing in the aircraft doors before the jump had seen in the moonlight 

an expanse of water below and had thought that they must be over the DOtive before 

they even got to the ground. Men struggled in the swamp to get rid of their harness 
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and recover their equipment bundles with the radios and heavy weapons, but many 

were lost and assembly was slow. It was to take days from the 507th to form up as a 

fighting formation. 

Sixteen more sticks feel within five miles, 11 within 10 mile s, one 13 mil s to 

the north and another 25 miles to the south. Ten aircraft, following their leader 

blindly, dropped together in formation at Montmartin-en-Graignes, 18 miles to the 

south-east-an incident categorized soudy by the official history as a triumph of 

discipline over commonsense. The 160 parachute soldiers they decanted set off 

towards the distant batt1efield, but only a small number survived a succession of 

engagements with the enemy to reach their division north of the River Douve four 

days later. 

The 3rd Battalion of the 505th had the fob of capturing and holding the village 

of Ste Mére-Eglise, an important junction of five roads. Lieutenant-Colonel Edward 

Krause saw the Drop Zone lights from the door of his aircraft. He said: "When 1 saw 

the 'T', 1 felt that 1 had found the Holy Grail."ll They approached from the west and 

landed in a small garden exactly where ha had planned his battalion rendezvous. 

Close by were 15 men of his own battalion, whom he sent out at once in four parties 

to scour the Drop Zone for more men. An hour later the battalion was 108 strong -

plus a drunken Frenchman, who had been roped in because he seemed to know of 

about 100 German anti-aircraft, motor transport and service troops in Ste Mére

Eglise. Krause decided to wait no longer and set off for the town, his main objective. 

Meanwhile, 30 men of the 505th had dropped into the town itself, where the 

inhabitants, roused by the noise of aircraft, were fighting a fire in the house of M. 

Harron, set ablaze by an incendiary bomb. The Germans in the town had turned out 

an armed guard to control this breach of the curfew, while the anti-aircraft batteries 

of the German 919th Grenadier Regiment nearby were in furious action against the 

troop-carrying aircraft. 

Private Ken Russell of the 505th jumped over Ste-Mére-Eglise, he looked 

around him and then at the crowd below. Russell had just turned seventeen, having 

been a fraudulent enlistee for the past years. He recalled: "I was just a boy, 

seventeen, 1 should have been in high school rather than in a strange country. 1 

should have been going to school. 1 think my class was graduating that night. Sainte 

Mére-Eglise was the area that we had to take, and as we came in, there was a 

building on fire. The fire gaye light for miles around, and we came in, and when we 
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saw the fire, we jumped. 1 knew we were in trouble, and it was so horrifying, because 

most of our stick were ki1led." 12 Russell floated down. He had been in the middle of 

the stick, and already the first men were touching down. But the Germans were 

waiting for them. 

"They didn't even hit the ground," said Russell. "They hit the telephone 

poles-Lieutenant Cadish, H. T. Bryant and Ladislaw Tlapa landed on telephone poles 

down the street, and it was like they were crucified there. Coming down, one fellow 

had a Gammon grenade on his hip, and 1 looked to my right, and 1 saw the gun, and 

instantaneously, 1 looked around and there was just empty parachute coming down. 

He was blown away." 13 Troopers John Blanchard and John Blankenship landed in 

trees across from the church and the town square. Dead on landing, Blankenship 

hung lifelessly in his harness. Blanchard frantically cut through his risers to free 

himself and drop to the ground. Such was his excitement that he cut off one of his 

fingers, not realizing it until morning. The rest of the stick floated down into the 

brightly lít square. One man sailed directly into the fire. 

"I finally hit the roof of the church first, "said Russell, "and a couple of my 

suspension lines went around the church steeple and 1 slíd off the roof. 1 was hanging 

on the edge of the roof, and John Steele had come down and his chute covered the 

steeple." 14 Trooper Steele had no hope of getting down. He was snagged and tangled 

high up on the belfry, almost fifty feet of the ground. Private Ken Russell was in 

better shape. He hung at the hulI extent of his lines, his heels twenty feet from the 

hard surface of the town square. But he sti1l had to cut himself free and endure the 

fall. But before he could even try, a German guard saw him. 

"I was on the right side of the church, and Steele was hung up on the steeple, 

and Sergeant John Ray came down and misses the edge of the church, but he hit in 

front of iL A Nazi soldier, bi1leted on the next street behind the church, came around 

from behind the church. He was a red-hair German soldier, and he came to shoot 

Steele and myself, who were stilI hanging there. As he came around, he shot Ray in 

the stomach, and John, being a sergeant, had been armed with a .45 pistol, and Ray, 

while he was dying in agony, got his .45 out and when this German soldier started 

turning around to us, he shot him in the back of the head and killed him." 15 

Russell freed himself and ran out of the town, alone. Gathering his wits, the 

teenager heard the sound of one of the German flak guns blazing away at the low

flying aircraft and crawled to within grenade distance. He tossed his Gammon 

165 



grenade in and destroyed the gun. Of stick of sixteen men who jumped, only six 

survived the disastrous drop on the town. 

Two hours later Krause and his group reached the main road into the town 

from the north. Here he split his force into six groups, one to block each of the five 

roads into Ste Mére-Eglise and one to go through the middle of the town. AH was 

now quiet. The fire had died down and the Germans were mostly back in their bi11ets. 

Some dead Americans hung in theirs parachute harness from the trees in the square, 

but Steel had been taken down from the church tower. 

The Americans were able to cle ar the town without difficulty, taking 30 

prisoners and killing 41 of the enemy by 5 a.m. Krause sent a runner to his 

regimental commander, Colonel William Ekman, with the message: "I am in Ste 

Mére-Eglise" 16; an hour later he sent a second runner to confirm that "I have secured 

Ste Mére-Eglise" 17, but neither found Ekman, although the second man delivered his 

message to the divisional commander, General Ridgway, on the Drop Zone. 

The 2nd Battalion 505th had been dropped very accurately by the 316th Group 

on Drop Zone O and soon after first light Lieutenant-Colonel Ben Vandervoort had 

his battalion ready to move, with 575 officers and men present out of the 630 who 

had jumped. He himself had broken an ankle in landing and had appropriated a smaH 

farm cart in which to lead his men towards Neuvi11e-au-Plain. His task was to take up 

a defensive position, to protect the division against enemy attack from the north and 

to link up with the 101 st,s 502nd Regiment on his right f1ank. Colonel Ekman was 

with him and their radios were working. 

At 6.16 a.m., when he had almost reached NeuvilIe, Vandervoort was ordered 

by Ekman to halí. At 8 a.m. another message was received from Ekman, reading: "I 

have heard nothing from 3rd Battalion.,,18 At 8.10 a third message ordered 

Vandervoort to turn south and capture Ste Mére-Eglise; six minutes later this was 

countermanded, but it was re-confirmed at 8.17 a.m.19 Neither of Krause's 3rd 

Battalion runners had reached Ekman, so the latter assumed that Ste Mére-Eglise, a 

vital divisional objective, was stilI in enemy hands; hence his decision to tum the 2nd 

battalion back into the town. In obeying these orders, however, Vandervoort did not 

forget his original task and detached Lieutenant Turner Turnbulľs platoon from 

Company D with orders to clear Neuvi11e and establish there a road block and a 

defensive position. 
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At 9.30 a.m. the 3rd Battalion in Ste Mére-Eglise was attacked by two 

companies from the 79Sth Georgian Battalion, on Hill 20 to the south of the town.20 

Supported by three light tanks, two self-propelled guns and mortars firing from Hill 

20, they came up each side of the main road, but were driven back without much 

difficulty by the 3rd Battalion defenses. Vandervoort and the 2nd Battalion now 

arrived and, after discussing the situation with Krause, took over the defense of the 

northem part of the town. Companies I and E of the 3rd Battalion were held as a 

reserve in the town itself and later in the moming I Company was se nt off by Krause 

to capture and hold Hill 20 by an outflanking movement round the western flank of 

the German position. After two hours of ineffectual maneuvering and the loss of its 

company commander, Captain Harold Swingler, and seven men, the company fell 

back to Ste Mére-Eglise. Later that afternoon Krause himself was wounded and 

Major William J. Hagan took over command. 

Sergeant Bill Tucker member of Company I, SOSth Regiment recalled: "The 

town was taken and the battalion commander should have gotten more credit. He was 

called 'Blood and Guts Krause'; he was the guy that in England before we left held 

up the flag and said, 'This is the flag that flew over Gela in Sicily, and Salemo, and 

tomorrow morning I will be at the mayor's office and it will be flying over Sainte

Mére-Eglise,' - and it did fly.,,21 

Meanwhile Turnbull's platoon from the 2nd Battalion had moved through 

Neuvi11e at a jog-trot, found it c1ear of the enemy and taken up a position just north 

of the village. A thick earthen bank topped with a hedgerow on the right of the road 

and on rising ground provided good fire positions for most of the platoon, giving 

them a field of fire of some 600yds to the north, but one squad was posted to the left 

of the road, behind a stone wall and a pile of manure, and Turnbull also placed a 

bazooka man and two riflemen in the first houses of the village to block the road. 

Ben Vandervoort now arrived in the village in a jeep, towing a 6-pounder 

anti-tank gun, to see how Turnbull was getting on. After he dropped off the gun and 

crew to strengthen Turnbull's road block, he and Turnbull stood talking beside the 

road. Quite soon, a Frenchman on a bicycle came up to them from the north. He 

pointed back down the road and there, in the distance, Vandervoort and Tumbull saw 

a column of troops. These, the Frenchman assured them volubly, were German 

prisoners who had been rounded up American paratroopers. Vandervoort could 

certainly see that the column was marching in surprisingly good order and even 
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thought he could make out a few men in US jump-suits, waving orange triangles; but 

as the troops came nearer, he was equaIly sure he could make out some tracked 

vehicles in the column. By the time the approaching column had come within 800yds 

of the Americans Vandervoort was convinced of its real identity and smartly ordered 

a machine-gunner to open fire. In a flash the oncoming column deployed to each side 

of the road and returned the fire. The Frenchman, meanwhile, had wisely 

disappeared. 

The column was in fact a company of the 1058th Grenadier Regiment.22 As 

TurnbuIl's men opened fire, the Germans dived for the ditches and subsequently the 

fierce fire-fight raged until late afternoon. Very soon a German self-propeIled gun 

opened fire from 500yds up the road. With its second round it hit the bazooka man at 

the road block and its fifth was a near-miss on the 6-pounder, whose crew promptly 

took cover in a house; but then they thought better of it, re-manned their gun and 

knocked out not only the SP gun but also a Mark IV tank, which had come up behind 

it. 

As the day wore on, the German infantry, in company strength, worked 

through the hedgerows round the flanks of TurnbuIl's position under cover of mortar 

fire. By mid-afternoon 18 of TurnbuIl's men had been killed or wounded and the 

Germans were closing in. As TurnbuIl debated whether to charge or to run, Sergeant 

Niland was shot de ad at clo se range, but Corporal KeIly, the medial orderly, Private 

Sebastian and Corporal Smitson volunteered to stay with the wounded. 

On his return to his battalion headquarters Vandervoort had ordered 

Lieutenant Theodore L. Peterson, with his platoon from Company E, to move 

forward to Neuville to cover TurnbuIl's withdrawal. Armed with Turnbull's exact 

position, Peterson and his men moved out quickly, avoiding contact with enemy 

groups on the way, they soon found first a sentry and then Turnbull himself. 

Taking up positions to the left rear of Turnbull's platoon, Peterson's men 

opened fire on a particularly troublesome enemy machine-gun in a farmo Five 

minutes later German infantry walked right into Peterson's left flank, where Corporal 

Burke with his Thompson gun and three or four men with their rifles and a BAR held 

their fire until the enemy were almost on top of them. As the Germans withdrew, 

Sergeant Sampson followed them up with a line of accurately-placed mortar bombs. 

Soon afterwards a runner appeared from Turnbull to confirm that the latter had 
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withdrawn safely back to the battalion. Peterson now executed a neat, textbook 

withdrawal by tactical bounds. 

Turnbull was half Cherokee. His men called him "Chief," but not in his 

presence. "He was a good guy," Private Charles Miller remembered, "I used to box 

with him." 23 He was a fine leader. By holding his position north of Neuville all day, 

he had stopped the advance of the 1058th Regiment and protected the northern flank 

of the 101 st Divisional are a, but at a cost of 25 killed and wounded out of his platoon 

of 41 men. Sergeant Sampson recalled: "And we started our journey back to Ste

Mére-Eglise. I could hear the Jerries yelling as we were leaving. It reminded me of 

an unfinished ball game, and they were yelling for us to come back and finish it. We 

withdrew in a casual way as one would after a day's work. I walked alongside 

Lieutenant Turnbull. He was a good man." 24 Sadly, Turnbull himself was killed next 

day by a mortar bomb. 

General Ridgway had planned originally to fly in the first glider lift, landing 

at 4 a.m., but at the last minute he decided to jump with the 505th on Drop Zone O. 25 

"Ridgway, making his fifth parachute jump, went out the door behind Garber. Mter 

his chute cracked open ('the most comforting of all sighť), he got a brig glimpse of 

Garber's canopy, then he could see nothing. 'I was alone in the sky,' he recalled. The 

descent was fast, but luckily he hit hard 'in a nice, soft, grassy field.' He rolled, 

spilled the air from his canopy, shucked his harness and grabbed for his .45 pistol, 

but it slipped from his grasp and fell into the grass. As he was pawing the ground for 

the weapon, his eye caught a movement. He turned and spoke the password: 'Flash.' 

He waited for the countersign: 'Thunder.' There was no reply. With vast relief, 

Ridgway realized the movement was that of a cow. 'I could have kissed her,' he 

recalled. The sight of the cow indicated the pasture was not mined or booby

trapped." 26 

As he came down in his parachute for his first taste of battle he took out his 

.45 pistol so as to be ready for all comers as soon as he landed, but he dropped it in 

the shock of hitting the ground. For a few minutes he vainly scoured the long grass in 

the darkness, reflecting on the embarrassment for a divisional commander of being 

the first man to lose his personal weapon. But in the end he found it, then to ok cover 

in the nearest hedge. Here several men of the 505th made contact with him, after 

necessary exchange of the password FLASH and countersign THUNDER, and 

within a few minutes he located his aide, John Faith. Faith stayed with him 
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throughout the campaign and survived World War II, but only to die in Korea, 

winning the Medal of Ronor. 

The division command post was set up in an orchard to the west of Ste Mére

Eglise, but a complete lack of radios prevented any real exercise of command. For 

the next two days Ridgway was able to influence the battle only by personal contact 

with his units on foot and, after the glider landings, in his jeep. Like the rest of the 

division, the general and his few staff officers, orderlies and drivers lived off their 

helmets and slept in their slit trenches, wrapped in parachutes. For 36 hours Ridgway 

had no contact with the outside world and no knowledge of the success ar failure of 

the seaborne landings. 27 

The 1st Battalion sosth, commanded by Major Kellam, dropped on Drop Zone 

O. Their tas k was to secure the crossing of the River Merderet at La Fiére. Company 

A, led by Lieutenant John Dolan, had rallied at its rendezvous in one hour and was 

complete except for two men. Dolan decided to set off at once for the battalion 

objective, although he had not been able to contact the rest of his battalion. 

They were within 300yds of the La Fiére Bridge, when they were stopped by 

machine-gun fire from Le Manoir, a big farm of solidly-built stone buildings just east 

of the bridge. Lieutenant George Presnell tired to outflank the position round the 

right, but was driven back by fire from Le Manoir, so the company took up positions 

on the north side of the road to the bridge. Unknown to them and hidden from them 

by the banks, hedges and orchards, two more groups of Arnericans from the 82nd 

Division were at the same time converging on the La Fiére bridge. 

Captain Ben Schwartzwalder of the soih had dropped east of the railway line 

and north of La Fiére. Moving to the railway embankment, which he could see 

silhouetted against the night sky, he collected some men, mostly from his own 

regiment, and led them down the railway towards the bridge. But when they crossed 

the road near Le Manoir they too came under fire from the farm buildings. They now 

attempted to move round to the left, so as to attack Le Manoir from the south. A 

probe forward, led by Lieutenant John Man, fought with German positions in front of 

the farm, losing three men wounded but hitting four Germans, including an officer, 

then dropped back to where Schwartzwalder and the main group were established 

behind the bank and hedge. Rere they paused, likewise persuaded they quite alone 

and unaware of A Company a few fields away to their right. 
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Brigadier-General James Gavin, the Assistant Divisional Commander and 

commanding force A, the first lift of three parachute regiments in this assault, had 

landed in an orchard close to the western edge of the floods round the River 

Merderet. Like many others jumping at No. 1, he had seen the floods below him 

from the door of the aircraft and thought they must be over the River Douve. 

Gavin remembered the jump: "We were at about 600 feet, the green light 

went on, and I took one last precious look at the land below. We were about thirty 

seconds overtime. A wide river was just ahead of us, plainly visible in the moonlight. 

Small-arms fire was increasing. About three seconds after the green light went on, I 

yelled, 'Leťs go,' and went out the door, with everyone following. I landed with 

what seemed to me a pretty loud thud in an orchard. Among the trees were some 

grazing cows which kept munching quite contentedly-entirely unconcerned about 

what to me was a most momentous occasion. My aide had landed ne ar me, and 

together we began to assemble the troopers from our plane as per pIan. I heard 

someone across a hedgerow, and we challenged each other at about the same time. It 

was Captain Carl M. Price of the Division lntelligence. He joined me. I moved 

quickly, and as I left the field, I came on a small, worn country road going to the 

right. I followed it and in about 400yards came to a vast expanse of water." 28 

Brigade-General Gavin had linked up with his aide, Hugo Olsen, soon after 

landing, and they then collected most of their stick, some of whom were in the 

marsh, retrieving their supply bundles. Beyond them in the dark they could hear the 

splashes as other men landed in the floods. In two hours about a company's worth of 

men from the 50ih had collected round Gavin, together with a few from the 50Sth
• 

He could identify the railway embankment on the far side of the floods, and he could 

also hear firing to the east, which he guessed rightly must be from Ste Mére-Eglise. 

At 4.30 a.m. Lieutenant-Colonels Edwin Ostberg and Arthur Maloney of the 

507th came into the orchard with another 150 men and soon afterwards two gliders 

landed ne ar them. The next two hours were spent in vainly trying to recover bundles 

from the swamp and the two glider loads of a jeep and a 6-pounder anti-tank gun. 

Only at about 6.30 did the group decide to move out to the railway embankment, 

with the aim of marching south to La Fiére along the railway and thence across the 

causeway to their objective on the west bank. At this time, however, the western end 

of the causeway at Cauquigny only a mile to the south, was clear of enemy; if only 
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Gavin's 300 men had straight away marched south to occupy it; the long, bitter 

struggle to capture it over the next two days would have been avoided. 29 

Colonel Leroy Lindquist, commanding the S08th was supposed to drop on 

Drop Zone N. he too, had glimpsed below his aircraft the f100ded meadows and 

mistaken them for the Douve. After a chilIy landing in two feet of water, he had met 

his orderly and moved to the blue rendezvous light, which they could see half a mile 

away. By dint of sending out runners in aU directions, he had coUected 100 men 

within two hours and was eventuaUy able to establish his rough position by the 

unmistakable outline to the east of the railway embankment above the marsh. Like 

Gavin, but out of touch with anyone, he led his 100 men over to the railway and 

headed for La Fiére, with the intention of crossing the bridge and moving on to 

Etienvi11e, his regimental objective, four miles to the south-west. 

Some time after seven o'cIock Lindquist reached La Fiére and heard from a 

soldier of the SOSth that Company A was in action on the right of the road to Le 

Manoir and the bridge. Without contacting Dolan, he decided to advance with his 

own group on the left of the road, but 200yds from the bridge they too came under 

machine-gun fire from Le Manoir. 

About 8 a.m. general Gavin and his force of 300 also reached La Fiére. Here 

he learned from Major KeUam, commanding 1st Battalion soSth, that the latter' s 

Company A was cIose to the bridge and would have it secured "within one hour". 30 

This assurance persuaded Gavin to continue on south to make sure of the second 

main crossing of the River Merderet at Chef du Pont, vital for the rapid advance 

westwards of the VII Corps. 

Company A, SOSth, under John Dolan, Schwartzwalder's troop of 50ih and 

Lindquisť s group were aH now disposed among the orchards and hedgerows east of 

the Le Manoir. AH three had tried to take it in separate individual actions. AH three 

were stilI quite unaware of each other's presence in the vicinity. 

Soon after Gavin had left at 9 o' cIock, Dolan sent out a patrol to the right. It 

recoiled under yet more heavy fire from Le Manoir. Another patrol under Lieutenant 

Oakley was dispatched to the far left f1ank with orders to get down to the river and 

work up to the enemy position from the south. lncredibly, in carrying out those 

orders, Oakley mis sed contact with any of Lindquisťs or Schwartzwalder's parties. 

By 10.30 John Dolan thought he ought to try again with Company A. After 

mortaring Le Manoir with little effect on its strong, stone waHs, he ordered his centre 
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platoon under Lieutenant Donald Coxon to advance straight down the road towards 

the farm, with scouts leading. "We11, Sir", countered Coxon, "ifI must send someone 

out into that, 1'11 go myself." 31 Watched by Dolan and the battalion executive officer, 

Major James McGinty, Coxon and a scout crawled forward along the first hedge. 

They had covered no more than 100yds before the scout was shot de ad and Coxon 

himself was morta11y wounded in the back. Second Lieutenant Robert McLaughlin 

to ok over the plato on, but as he moved forward his radio operator, Corporal Busa, 

was hit and in going to his aid, McLaughlin was struck by bullets in the leg and 

stomach; a moment later Major McGinty was shot through the head. Dolan crawled 

out twice to McLaughlin, but when he reached him the second time McLaughlin had 

died from loss of blood. 

Soon after 11 o'clock John Dolan sent out a runner to find Oakley's patrol on 

the left. This man met Colonel Lindquist and apprised him of Company A's 

situation. At the same time General Ridgway arrived in La Fiére by jeep and ordered 

Lindquist to take command of a11 the troops in the area and clear the bridge and 

causeway. Now, at last, someone was getting a grip on the situation. 

Lindquist devised a pIan for Schwartzwalder to attack Le Manoir from the 

left of the road, while A Company advanced on the right, both movements to begin at 

12 noon. Schwartzwalder set off on time with his group, but the orders never reached 

Dolan and Company A stayed put. 

AH this time, unknown to Lindquist, however, Oakley's patrol from 

Company A was working round from the south along the river bank. As they rushed 

into the back of the farm buildings at Le Manoir, killing three Germans and 

grenading a machine-gun position, Schwartzwalder's men simultaneously came 

charging in from the eastern side, killing three or four more and taking eight 

prisoners. 

Only now did the Americans discover that they had been baulked by just 28 

Germans infantry soldiers from the lOsih Regiment of the 91 st Division, who had 

arrived to occupy Le Manoir and to defend the bridge as late as 11 p.m. night before. 

M. Leroux, the owner of Le Manoir, and his family had taken refuge in the cellars. 

This German platoon had held out stoutly for the whole of D Day morning against 

300 Americans, losing 20 of its number, dead and wounded, it the process. 
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With the way to the river bridge now clear, Lindquist sent Schwartzwalder 

over with 75 men to secure the western end of the causeway at the hamlet of 

Cauquigny. It was about 1.45 p.m. 32 

The scattered drops of the 50ih and 50Sth on Drop Zones T and N prevented 

both regiments from fighting effectively as formed bodies for some days. Their 

situation was aggravated by the deployment eastward against the American landings 

of the German 91 st Division, in whose area they were landing. On the other hand, the 

appearance in the night of so many small parties of American parachute and glider 

troops confused the Germans and delayed their attacks. 

Lieutenant Malcolm Brannen of the 50Sth landed with his stick on the edge of 

Drop Zone N near Picauville and moved north along a metalled road, uncertain of his 

whereabouts and looking for the battalion assembly area. When a car approached, 

they took to the hedges. As it drew level, they identified it as a German Horsch staff 

car and opened fire. The car swerved, hit a wall beside the road, its windscreen 

shattered and the doors burst open, hurling the driver and one passenger into the 

road. As the Americans ran forward, they saw the passenger reach for his pistollying 

in the road in front of him, and shot him dead. 

It was a German general. Inside his uniform cap was his name, Wilhelm 

FalIey. Wounded on the front seat of the car was his aide and captured in the road his 

driver. FalIey had been the commander of the 91 st Division and had left his 

headquarters near Picauville at 1 a.m. for the drive to the war game at Rennés. 

Between 2 and 3 a.m. he had heard the unusually heavy din of planes and bombs and 

ordered his driver to return to headquarters, only to run in to Brannen's rapidly laid 

ambush. So the 91st Division reaction to the American landings was further delayed 

by the death of their commander; although Oberst Konig took over as soon as 

General Falley's death became known, the latter's drive and leadership were badly 

missed. 33 

As the light improved, two groups of men from the 507th established 

themselves in defensive positions west of the River Merderet. North-west of 

Amfréville and close to Drop Zone T, Colonel George MilIett, commanding the 

50i\ collected some 400 men during the next three days, but otherwise took no part 

in securing the crossings of the River Merderet. During the night of June 8th these 

troops were finally ordered to move eastwards to join up with the rest of the 50i\ 
but when it met enemy fire from positions near Amfreéville the column broke up, 
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Colonel Mi1lett was captured and only 155 survivors rejoined the division on June 

9th
• 

Lieutenant Colonel Charles Timmes, commanding the 2nd Battalion 50ih
, 

landed in the marsh on the west side of the Merderet and struggled for 20 minutes to 

get clear of his parachute and the water. Identifying his position quickly and 

accurately as being a mile east of Amfrévi1le, he soon collected 10 men and a further 

10 a little later from two gliders landing nearby. By dawn he was in Cauquigny, little 

more than a ruined church and churchyard at the west end of the La Fiére causeway, 

and surprisingly empty of Germans. Here was a chance to seize and hold a vital 

objective, since from the high ground on which the church stands, the bridge and 

causeway could be covered by fire. But Timmes could hear firing from the direction 

of Amfréville, beyond which was the regimenťs Drop Zone. Convinced it was his 

own battalion in action, he marched off in that direction. As they went many more 

men from the 50ih joined them. Then, short of Amfréville, they came under fire 

from the village and withdrew to a defensive position about 1,000yds east of 

Amfréville and a mile north of Cauquigny, in the same orchard where General Gavin 

had landed. They were to stay there for three days. 

By 11 a.m. Timmes had second thoughts about Cauquigny and sent 

Lieutenant Levy and 10 men back there with orders to dig in round the church and 

hold the west end of the causeway. With them they had a BAR, a Thompson sub

machine gun, their rifles, Gammon bombs and a bazooka. Halfway there they met 

Lieutenant Kormylo from Company D of the 507the with 20 men and another BAR; 

this group had already been to Cauqigny. Hanging on to his BAR, but sending his 20 

men on to join Timmes in the orchard, Kormylo attached himself to Levy and turned 

back towards Cauquigny. On the way they were fired on by trigger-happy Americans 

from across the river, probably Company A of the 505th
, but they reached the church 

safely. There they set up the BAR to cover the bridge and dug in round the 

churchyard. A Frenchman gaye them milk and cider and soon afterwards two officers 

and 37 men from the 50Sth turned up to augment the defense, with a BAR covering 

the road fork to the west and a bazooka to strengthen the road block by the church. 

At noon there was a hubbub of firing from Le Manoir across the river, and 

Levy's men began to fire wildly in that direction. The noise was the final assault on 

Le Manoir by Schwartzwalder and Oakley already described. Three-quarters of an 

hour later Schwartzwalder and his men - mostly Company B, 507th 
- crossed the 
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causeway. But Germans were still lurking between Le Manoir and Cauquigny. 

Schwartzwalder's scout, Private James Mattingly, was fired on by a rifleman in a slit 

trench near the bridge at 20yds range. He fired back with his Ml rifle, dived into the 

roadside and threw a grenade, whereupon nine Germans got up out of their weapon 

pits, leaving one de ad and two wounded, and surrendered. This little action could be 

seen by Kormylo at Cauquigny church, who promptly threw an orange smoke 

grenade into the rod to show that Americans held the churchyard. 

Levy, Kormylo and Schwartzwalder met in the road and shook hands, 

Schwartzwalder, delighted to find his objective a1ready taken, thought he ought to 

press on to Amfréville, his regiment' s original objective, but when Levy advised him 

that Timmes and 200 men were only a mile away to the north, Schwartzwalder 

decided to join Timmes, taking with him not only his own 80 men, but also the 40 

men of the 508. Once more Levy, Kormylo and their eight soldiers were left alone to 

hold the western end of the La Fiére causeway, a key to the rapid advance westwards 

of the American forces. 

A few minutes later Colonel Lindquist came over the bridge. When he saw 

the puny size of Levy's garrison, he immediately turned back to order forward the 

so-called Company B, 50ih
, which was in fact a mixed collection of strays from a 

variety of units in both divisions; it was also Lindquisťs only reserve. All this took 

time: and meanwhile life at Cauquigny was hotting up. 

As Lindquist left to go back to La Fiére, Levy and his men caught the sound 

of small arms fire west of the church, then the unmistakable rumble of approaching 

tank engines and tracks. A German ambulance came up the river road from the south, 

paused, then shot of to the west on the Amfréville road. Three minutes later German 

sheUs started falling round them and Levy's small party lined the churchyard wall. 

The din increased and with it the tension. With two men, Levy ran forward to 

a sunken lane leading off the Amfréville road. As the German tanks and infantry 

passed the lane entrance, Kormylo and the rifleman in the churchyard opened fire, 

the two men with Levy fired a few rounds, then ran for it, while Levy himself, 

jumping up from his hedgerow, lobbed a grenade right on to an enemy machine-gun 

crew which was com ing into action on the roadside, wounding aU three of them. 

Running out into the road, Levy killed them aU with his rifle, then loosed off the rest 

of his magazine at the leading tank a few yards away. Covered by Kormylo and a 

soldier, Levy doubled back to his own men with no helmet, his jacket tom and his 
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shoulder bleeding, but "laughing line a maniac" 34, then dodged back behind the 

hedge to lob more grenades at the tanks. Hand-to-hand fighting was now raging 

round the churchyard. Three of the German tanks were knocked out with Gammon 

bombs, but two of the few Arnericans were killed. Finally the survivors, led by Levy, 

made a dash round the back of the church and away through the orchards to join 

Timmes. 

Both Levy and Korrnylo agreed later that just one parachute company, dug in 

round the church, could have held the vital bridgehead easily. Instead, the church and 

the high ground dominating the bridge and causeway were now held by a company 

of the German lOsih Grenadier Regiment and tanks from the lOOth Panzer 

Replacement Battalion. Moreover, the Germans consolidated their newly-won 

position. The unwitting Company B of the soih was executing Lindquist's order to 

cross the causeway and reinforce Levy. It walked into intense machine-gun fire; 

then, as some of its men broke back down the road, they were mown down by the 

Gerrnan tanks guns. Others tried to get out of trouble to the left, away from the road 

and the high ground, and others across the marsh back to the east; but everywhere 

they were seen and shot at. Very few survived. 

Through all this Company A of the SOSth had been holding the east bank of 

the marsh, north of the road and Le Manoir farm, quite unaware of the events in 

Cauquigny to their front, except fro the noise of tanks and firing. Dolan had two 

platoons forward and one back on higher ground, all well dug in. Four men: 

Bolderson, Pryne, Heim and Peterson, a Swede by birth, were sent forward to the 

bridge, where they set up a road block with an old truck and four anti-tank mines, 

covered by a bazooka and a machine-gun. 

At 5.30 p.m. the Gerrnans in Cauquigny launched a frontal attack along the 

causeway towards this bridge, led by two French-built tanks supported by infantry. 

As the leading tank reached the mines in the roadway, the commander opened the 

hatch and sto od up to take a look. From Company A's left flank Private Becker 

carefully laid his machine-gun, opened fire and killed him. At the same moment the 

bazooka fired, as did a six-pounder gun from the position of the reserve platoon on 

the high ground. Peterson and Bolderson got off four rockets; then the tanks opened 

fire. Running forward with his bazooka, Peterson set one of the tanks alight with a 

round on a sprocket and another on the tunet rim, and then scampered back to his 

friends, yelling "Goot! Goot! I do her!" 35 Under intense fire from Company A and 
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suffering heavy losses, the German infantry fell back into Cauquigny Company A 

could at last begin to enjoy their long day's fight. 

But at La Fiére, 500yds further back, General Ridgway, Brigadier Gavin and 

Colonel Lindquist were less happy. They were stilI out of contact with any other 

American divisions and without any news of the seaborne landings. No one knew 

what had happened to Schwartzwalder and his 80 men or how the Germans had got 

into Cauquigny, and they had no news of the three main groups of 50ih and 508th 

with Timmes, Millett and Shanely west of the Merderet river. 

While these officers were talking, a mortar bomb killed Major Kellam, 

commanding the 505th
, and groups of men, mostly strays from the 50ih and 508t

\ 

began to pull back from the river front. Rumor of a general withdrawal was 

spreading and enemy mortar and artillery fire was increasing. Although no ne of this 

worried Company A, Gavin now sent an officer hurrying down to Lieutenant

Colonel Maloney at Chef-du-Pont, ordering him to leave one platoon there and to 

bring the rest of his 50ih group as fast as possible to La Fiére. Lindquist hurried up 

to the front line and ordered men back into position; when Maloney arrived, he too 

was sent forward. There things were now comparatively peaceful and secure, and the 

mixed force of 505th and 50ih settled down for the night. 

The 508th had been scheduled to begin dropping at 2.8 a.m. on Drop Zone N, 

near Picauville. This regimenťs task was to hold the southern half of the division's 

bridgehead west of the River Merderet and to secure the crossing over the River 

Douve at Beuzeville-La-Bastille and Pont L' Abbé. 

Frank Brumbaugh, former Pathfinder of 82nd Airborne Divisions was dropped 

it this area, he recalled: "I volunteered as a Pathfinder for the Normandy invasion. 

We received some training at a British base and learned about the Eureka/Rebecca 

Beacon System. This was a two-part system. In the plain was a radar receiver with a 

CRT (cathode ray tube), something like TV set or oscilloscope, and the other half of 

it was a six-five-pound monstrosity, about ten inches wide and deep and a little over 

one foot high. This was what I was going to jump in to Normandy. It was intended to 

be receiver by one of the lead airplanes, carrying the main body of paratroopers and 

gliders in order to mark the Drop Zone. On the Pathfinder teams, there were two 

men, myself and a man named Brodd from Chicago. Axis Sally told us over the air 

that our invasion had been postponed for one day and there would be lots of German 

troops to meet us on June 6 when we landed. I was scheduled to jump in with my 
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regular equipment, plus the sixty-five-pound radar set strapped to my leg. When I got 

on the plane, stripped I weight 315 pounds. With aU of my equipment, I weight 315 

pounds. I was supposed to set up my radar set at Chef du Po nt, which is roughly in 

the center of the Cherbourg Peninsula, west of Sainte-Mére-Eglise. Because of the 

altitude I couldn't see much of the ground; it was more or less a blur. I watched all of 

the shell burst in the air around me, and I watched on the stream of traces which 

looked like it was going to come directly at me. I knew that I could not be seen in the 

air under this camouflage chute, but that stream of tracers came directly up at me, 

and I lost three shroud lines that were clipped by bullets which punctured some holes 

in the chute. The bullets were coming directly at me, and in an obvious futile, but 

normal, gesture I spread my legs wide and grabbed with both hands my groin, as if to 

protect myself. Those machine-gun bullets traced up the inside of one leg, missed my 

groin, traced down inside of the other leg, splitting my pants on the insides both legs, 

and dropped both free Red Cross cartons of Pall Mall cigarettes to the soil of France. 

I landed extremely hard with all of this weight and cut my way of my chute, put my 

rifle together, grabbed the radar transmitter, and took it out to the middle of the field. 

I stripped its cover, put the antennae together, plugged it in, and turned it on. This 

was a few minutes after midnight, early morning on June 6. Our orders were at 0630 

in the morning to blow this thing up, after having taken the antennae off and broke it 

up into small pieces and scattered them, so if Germans found anything, they would 

not know what frequencies we were using for a radar beacon. At 0630, we blow up 

the transmitter. Despite the use of the radar beacon transmitter, which I kept in 

operation until 0630, no other parachutists landed within earshot or sight. Shortly 

after daylight my partner and I began trying to find out just where in Normandy we 

were, and after some wandering around aim1essly, we stopped a signpost indicating 

Chef du Pont was some eight kilometers to the west." 36 

Major Shields Warren of the 1st Battalion landed near Guetteville, just east of 

the Drop Zone, and by dawn had collected 200 men and a number of para-packs. His 

commanding officer, Lieutenant-Colonel Batcheller, with most of his stick, dropped 

to the west, ne ar St Sauveur-Le- Vicomte, and was killed in an immediate counter

attack by elements of the German 91 st Division. Another group, including Colonel 

Lindquist, the regimental commander, had been dropped some miles to the north 

astride the Merderet River and fought with the 50ih and 505th for the next three days. 

Lieutenant Barry Allbright, with men of Company E of the 2nd Battalion, came down 
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west of the Drop Zone; they had to watch a C-47 hit by enemy gunfire, burst into 

:flames, then crash nearby with both engines still running at full power. By 5 a.m. he 

had found Shanley, then, patrolling out towards Picauvi1le, another 200 men under 

Lieutenant Norman McVicar of his own company. Forty-five men of the 1st Battalion 

landed ne ar Montessy on the River Douve and at about 6.45 a.m. attacked a German 

observation post, killing two men and capturing one. They stayed there until 1 p.m., 

when they set out for the regimental Drop Zone area. A captain from Company A 

found them ne ar the road to Pont L' Abbé and that night they joined Shanley on Hill 

30. Company G oí the 3rd Battalion dropped together on high ground near St-Martin

de-Varreville, seven miles to the east, which the 101 st Division attacked later that 

moming. Led by Captain Frank Novak, Company G had a grandstand view of the 

invasion, then set off for Chef-du Pont, but dug in for the night near Les Forges, 

having picked up en route most of the battalion mortar platoon; they finally reported 

to Colonel Lindquist at Chef du Pont in the early moming of June i h
• 

Of the 2,188 parachute troops to drop on Drop Zone N, 2,183 jumped, two 

refused and one was wounded in the aircraft. Dnly 17 out oí 132 sticks landed on or 

ne ar the Drop Zone, with another 16 within a mile of it. Some men fell into the River 

Douve; some dropped eight miles to the east in 101 st Division area; two sticks 

jumped over Valognes nine miles to the north; and five more near Cherbourg. For the 

next four days, the 508th was unable to complete any of its tasks. Many of its men 

fought with the other regiments of the 82nd and 101 st, but the men near the Drop Zone 

played some part in the battle by diverting much of the German 91 st effort away from 

the River Merderet crossings and the advance of the American seabome forces. 37 

Shanley, Warren and McVicar, with their groups of 300 men, each stayed 

where they were as the moming came and sent out patrols to find the rest oí their 

regiment and battalions. At noon some oí Warren's men found Shanley and asked for 

help, as Warren's party was under attack by German infantry and mortars. At the 

same time Shanley made radio contact with Lindquist across the Merderet, and was 

ordered to move to Hill 30, overlooking the west end of the Chef-du-Pont crossing. 

By 7 p.m. Shanley, Warren and McVicar had managed to join forces and by 2 a.m. 

next moming they were digging in at HiU 30 with one heavy machine-gun and two 

60mm mortars, but not much ammunition. 

At first light next day, June i\ Shanley sent out patrol s to try to find other 

men of the 508th
, but without much success, and soon afterwards German infantry 
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from the lOsih Grenadier Regiment began to probe towards his position, supported 

by a Mark III tank. Corporal John Kochanic rashly opened fire on the tank with his 

.SO caliber machine-gun and lost a finger from the tank's answering burst of 

machine-gun fire; then, much to his surprise and relief, the tank sheered off. 

Although from the map Hill 30 seemed to dominate the western end of the Chef-du

Pont crossing, little could be seen from it over the landscape's high banks, hedges 

and apple trees in fullleaf. 

During the afternoon Shanley sent down a standing patrol of SO men to hold 

the farm and road junction at the bottom of the hill, and to block the road from the 

west to the bridge. By now he knew from his radio contact with Lindquist that Chef

du-Pont was held by his regiment, but no firm contact was made and Germans could 

still move around the causeway. Indeed, Lindquist decided that his force of S08th 

strays was too weak to hold Chef-du-Pont without blowing the road bridge; he was 

only prevented from destroying the bridge by the arguments of Second Lieutenant 

Francis Bolger, from Shanley's 1st Battalion, who had dropped east of the Merderet 

and was now with Lindquisť s group; Bolger called Shanley on the radio to warn him 

of the pIan to blow the bridge; and it took their combined protests to persuade 

Lindquist to cancel the order. 

By now food, ammunition and medical supplies were running short and there 

was a steady dribble of casualties from German mortaring of Hill 30. Shanley feIt 

besieged, as did Millett and Timmes away to the north of Amfréville. But in reality 

the only German troops containing them were at most two battalions of the lOsih 

Grenadier Regiment, supported by the 91 st Division Artillery. A third battalion of 

this regiment were heavily engaged at Cauquigny and La Fiére, while the other 

regiment of the 91 st Division, the lOS8 t
\ was holding St Come in the south with its 

3rd Battalion and attacking Ste Mére-Eglise from the north with the rest of the 
. 38 regIment. 

At dawn on June 8t
\ the Germens attacked the road block below Hill 30 and 

were only driven back when Shanley and Warren led a platoon down the hill to take 

the enemy in flank. Further enemy attacks on a small scale tested the northern 

defenses of Hill 30; here Lieutenant Allbright was able by radio to use the 7Smm 

howitzers of 319th Glider Field Artillery, firing from behind Chef-du-Pont. Shanley 

now withdrew his outpost from the farm and road junction back to Hill 30, but 
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during the afternoon Lindquist ordered him to clear the western end of the causeway, 

so that a convoy of jeeps could cross with supplies and blood plasma. 

At midnight Lieutenant Woodrow Millsaps with Second Lieutenant Polette 

and 23 men set off to fulfill this order. They planned to attack a farm ne ar the 

causeway occupied by German infantry at 2.30 a.m., when the 319th would drop 24 

shells on to it. 39 Right on time three shells landed on the farm, but then the guns 

switched and fired the remainder on to the area of the road bridge. Confused by this, 

Millsaps waited a few minutes, and then moved his patrol on down the road towards 

the farmo 

Suddenly a machine-gun, ahead and clo se at hand, opened fire, at which the 

leading squad broke up and ran back past Millsaps; they were stopped with 

difficulty. Flares soared up from the farm and two more machine-guns opened up. 

Millsaps now led his men through the orchards round the right flank, but when a 

German challenge rang out 20yds ahead, his men dropped to the ground and began 

shooting wildly into the darkness. Millsaps shouted at them to get up and himself ran 

forward a few paces, but nobody followed him. He and Polette argued and shouted at 

the men for aH of 20 minutes, until suddenly their mood changed; led by the two 

officers, the whole force charged into the German positions, firing rifles and 

Tommy-guns. A few minutes' hand-to-hand fighting ended with the death or flight of 

the enemy and the Americans, now wildly excited, blindly mowing down everyone 

and everything in their path - men cows, sheep and horses. Six of Millsaps' men 

were killed and a number slightly wounded. 

Telling Polette to take over the defense of the farm, Millsaps now called for 

volunteers to go with him across the causeway to Chef-du-Pont and contact Colonel 

Lindquist. He got a nil response, except from Sergeant William Kleinfetter of 

Company B. The two of them set off, met and bayoneted a single German soldier on 

the causeway - then stopped, for Klienfetter was lagging behind. When Millsaps 

came to look at him, he found Klienfetter had six bullet wounds in his arm and 

shoulder. They eventually reached the 508th outposts at Chef-du-Pont, where 

Klienfetter was taken off to the aid post and Millsaps learned to his considerable 

annoyance that the convoy had been cancelled; the risk from enemy mortars and 

guns was thought to be too great. 

Early next morning Shanley once again withdrew the patrol from the farm -

just as Lindquist, yielding to Millsaps' assurance, called him on the radio to say that 
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he was ready to send over a convoy after all; this too was now cancelled. A patrol 

from Hill 30 waded the marsh half-a mile north of the bridge during the morning and 

returned with blood plasma. The next day, June 10th, the rest of the S08th crossed the 

Merderet at La Fiére and finally made contact with Shanley on his north flank. 

At one minute to 2 a.m. on D-Day morning, aircraft and gliders of the 43ih 

Troop Carrier Group began their long tow from Ramsbury airfield to Landing Zone 

0, west of Ste Mére-Eglise, where the SOSth Parachute lnfantry had already landed. 40 

All went well; each beacon on the way was picked up on the radar and the formation 

reached their landfall on time. Here they ran into the same cloud bank which had 

scattered the parachute drop. The leading aircraft and glider combinations climbed 

over it, but seven gliders were released from their tugs in the thick cloud and five of 

these were never heard of again. Coming out of the clouds and now rather scattered, 

the aircraft stream came under fire from the ground and one was shot down. 

At Landing Zone O the Eureka beacon was working, but the green T was not 

lit. However, 23 gliders landed on the Landing Zone, seven others were within two 

miles of it and two crashed in the town of Ste Mére-Eglise. Most of the gliders had to 

make crash landings because of the small fields, high banks, trees, swamps and 

obstruction poles, but only three soldiers were killed and 23 injured. Out of 22 jeeps 

brought in, eleven were recovered; and of 16 anti-tank guns, eight were landed 

within two miles and most of the others were eventually brought into action. 

Captain Alfred lreland of the 80th Airborne Anti-aircraft Battalion came in by 

glider shortly after dawn, reported that he had two working S7mm anti-tank guns. 

Later on his ride into Normandy and the crash landing of his glider, paratrooper 

lreland said of the glider-born troops: "Those guys don't get paid enough." 41 Colonel 

Vandervoort set up one of the anti-tank guns at the northern end of Ste-Mére-Eglise 

and sent the other north to Neuville-au-Plain to support Lieutenant Turnbull. 

General Ridgway's jeep was one of those to survive, together with his orderly and 

driver, and they provided him with some badly-needed mobility. In the jeep, also, 

was the general's special store of instant coffee, as precious to Matt Ridgway as Bob 

Sink's flask was to him. 

The second lift for the 82nd consisted of eight Waco's and eight Horsas from 

Ramsbury and 14 Wacos and 36 Horsas from Greenham Common. They carried 

medics, signalers, division headquarters and Battery C of the 80th Airborne Anti

Aircraft Battalion, with 64 jeeps and 13 anti-tank 6-pounder guns. This force took off 
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just after 7 p.m. on D-Day and at first met rough weather, making the gliders hard to 

handle. By the tíme they crossed the English coast the weather had improved and in 

clear visibility they could see the massive escort groups of P-37, P-S1 and P-38 

fighters wheeling and zooming above and around them. This tíme they were flying in 

from the east over Vtah beach and passed safely over the Allied invasion fleet, whose 

gunners could clearly see the long train of tugs and gliders, all with three white 

stripes round wings and fuselage. Their target, Landing Zone W, lay six miles inland 

and two mile s south of Ste Mére-Eglise. It was now 9 p.m. and still broad daylight. 

Along the northern half of Landing Zone W the German 79Sth Ost Battalion was stíll 

fighting hard, and the SOSth in Ste Mére-Eglise was unable to get through them to 

mark the landing zone or to clear it of the enemy. 42 

During the afternoon two battalions of the 8th Infantry Regiment, 4th Infantry 

Division, moving westwards from VTAH beach, had driven the enemy from the 

southern half of the landing zone, but their commander, Colonel van Fleet, declined 

to turn northwards to clear the Germans from the high ground round Turqueville and 

Ecoqueneauville. Colon Edson Raff, a veteran of the parachute landings in N. Mrica, 

with a company of the 32Sth glider Infantry riding on tanks of the 746th Tank 

Battalion, landed by sea during the afternoon, came up through the 8th Infantry 

Regiment and tried to clear the Landing Zone, but he was stopped with the loss of 

three tanks. To the north in his command post west of Ste Mére-Eglise, general 

Ridgway's concern about the glider landings increased as the hours went by and his 

lack of radio communications made it difficult to co-ordinate action against the 

Germans on the Turqueville ridge or to divert the gliders to a safer landing. He knew 

nothing of the arrival of the 8th Infantry Regiment or of raff's group, and indeed was 

stíll unaware of the success or failure of the seaborne landings. 43 

In an attempt to divert the gliders to a safer place the Eureka beacon, panels 

and green smoke were set up on Drop Zone 0, west of Ste Mére-Eglise, but they 

were not picked up by either the tug aircraft or the glider pilots. To add to the 

confusion, green smoke and panels were stíll showing on Landing Zone E for the 

earlier 101 st gliders, and Raff's glider infantry near Les Forges on the south edge of 

Landing Zone W did their best to divert the gliders towards them by waving yellow 

flags and showing yellow smoke. 

Right on tíme the long stream of tugs and gliders flew out of the east straight 

to Landing Zone W, where the leading tug plane released its glider at four minutes 

184 



past nine o'clock. AH 25 aircraft of the 43ih Group foHowed him, releasing their 

gliders at between 500 and 750ft. Ten minutes later the 438th Group of 50 tug-glider 

combinations flew in, but some of them, luckily for their gliders, released them in 

error over Landing Zone E. As the aircraft reached their release points, the German 

defenders of the Turqueville ridge opened fire with machine-guns and 20mm cannon 

at close range and in good visibility. Two C-47 were shot down at once; one of them 

crashed between two trees, which striped off both wings and engines, but the crew 

climbed out unharmed. Altogether 37 other tug aircraft were hit - one 65 times - but 

all got back to base. 

Of the first gliders to land only two reached Landing Zone W, but most got to 

within two miles of it. Fourteen Wacos and nine Horsas of the second serial reached 

the Landing Zone and six more landed a mile away. Three Wacos and 14 Horsas 

were destroyed by enemy fire and crash landings, five glider pilots and five 

passengers were killed and 35 wounded, but most of the men, vehicles and guns 

survived to raHy round Les Forges, where Colonel Raff's group could provide 

protection. 

Another 100 tugs and gliders left Membury and Welford at 8.40 p.m. carrying 

the 319th and 320th Field Artillery battalions for the 82nd with their 75mm and 

105mm howitzers and 48 tons of ammunition and stores. 44 As they flew in over 

UT AH beach, the sun was setting and the shadows were lengthening over the land 

below. By now the pathfinders on Landing Zone E had packed up and the gliders on 

Landing Zone E and W were barely visible, but the beacon and visual aids on Drop 

Zone O were easily seen. As they passed over Turqueville the Germans once more 

opened fire and nearer Landing Zone O the enemy in Neuville were able to join in. 

Fifty-three aircraft received slight damage; three ditched in the Channel, two made 

emergency landings in England, one crew member was killed and three wounded. 

AlI the ditched crews were picked up by the Air Sea Rescue servi ce. 

The gliders were released at 11 p.m., most of them landing on Landing Zone 

O, but some came down well to the east. Five of them landed on Landing Zone W by 

mistake. Once again the enemy's fire and small fields caused heavy casualties and 

damage. Fifty-six out of 84 Horsas were totally destroyed and eight out of 

14WACOs; 10 glider pilots and 29 Airborne gunners were killed and there were 135 

wounded. 45 To avoid the fire some pilots slammed into the fields too fast and the 

failing light in any case made accurate landings difficult. " I was standing in a ditch 
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when a glider suddenly eame erashing through some trees, " Lieutenant Coyle 

remembered. "I had not seen it eoming and of eourse eould not hear it as it made no 

sound. I just had time to drop faee down in the diteh when the glider hit, erashed 

aeross the road, and eame to rest with its wing over me. I had to erawl on my 

stomaeh the length of the wing to get out from under." Sergeant Sampson dove to the 

ground as a glider erashed into a hedgerow. "The tail and of the glider was sticking 

up at a forty-five-degree angle. I went to see if I eouldn't help. As I eame up, a hole 

started to appear on the right side of the glider. The men were kieking out an exit. 

Like bees out of a hive, they eame out of that hole, jumped on the ground, ran for the 

trees and disappeared. I tried to teH them they were in friendly country, but they 

passed me as ifI wasn't even there." 46 

But the glider loads survived remarkably well. Most of the jeeps were 

reeovered and 15 out of the 24 guns. The 319th field Artillery did not get into aetion 

with their 75mm howitzers until 5.15 p.m. on June 8th near Chef du Pont and the 

320th with six of their 105mm howitzers opened fire from near Ste Mére-Eglise at 

9.30 a.m. the next moming, June i h
. 47 

Edgar A. Sehroeder flew into Normandy one of the Horsa gliders, he 

remembered: "My unit was the 320th Glider Field Artillery Battalion, and we had the 

British Horsa gliders. They were aetuaHy larger than the C-47 tug planes. They were 

built eompletely out of plywood. My unit did not go in with the initiallift. We went 

in the seeond flight of the day. This sounds easy, but it wasn't. For one thing, we had 

the pleasure of seeing the retuming eraft bearing jagged holes of various sizes. In the 

early aftemoon, we headed for the airstrip. There stood a neat line of tug C-47s with 

the tow lines attaehed to an equally neat row of loaded gliders. We loaded up as 

engines started up, and after a bit of a lureh, we were on our way. My eraft contained 

a jeep and trailer loaded with three-round clusters of 105-milimeter howitzer 

ammunition. There were several clusters on the hood of the jeep; and the personnel 

aboard the glider were the glider pilot, eopilot, the ammunition eorporal and two of 

his men, and me. Shortly after we were on eourse over the Channel, the pilot felt a 

litt1e nose heavy, so I spent most of the erossing shifting ammo on the jeep hood 

baek to the trailer. Approaehing the eoast, there was a burning building to the right, 

and to left, a big vessel firing big stuff inland. Then clusters of traeers started eoming 

up. We prepared for the landing, knowing that fields of any size had been planted 

with Rommel's asparagus. The standard landing teehnique was to aim the nose 
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between two of the poles, shear off the wings, pray, and hope for the best. We sat 

down and buclded up the four-way safety harness. The smaller fields were all 

surrounded by hedgerows and trees, so just slap it down and pray. Our pilot selected 

on of the smaller still-c1ear fields. He didn't have much of a choice, since those 

heavily loaded, ungainly aircraft, once cut loose, had a minus glide ratio. I was 

seated directly behind the piloťs compartment, over the nose landing gear. We 

banged down hard in the middle of the field and bounced into the hedgerow. I 

thought I had a broken leg, but after shoving aside a ton of debris from the prone 

position, I managed to crawl through contusions, and s slight concussion. My four

way safety harness was badly smashed up and the corporal had a fractured vertebra. 

My uniťs designated area was southwest of the town, and I landed on the northeast. 

Truly the second flight was no bed of roses. We didn't have the advantage of 

darkness and surprise, and the reception party was ready and waiting. We landed 

right in the middle of a fierce enemy counterattack on Sainte-Mére-Eglise. My first 

friendly contact after emerging from the wreck was a trooper who was wondering if 

we had any machine-gun ammunition. I told him, 'Only if your machine gun is 105 

millimeters.' This was the day that I became a firm believer that if it ain't your time, 

you ain't going to get it, no matter what. One of our officers to ok a round through the 

si de of his helmet, and instead of going though his dead, it went up and over between 

the liner and the outer steel helmet, c1ipping his ear on the opposite side. This same 

guy threw a grenade that hit a tree and bounced in his lap-a dud. A couple of guys in 

the ammo section in a jeep and trailer loaded with 105-millimeter rounds took a 

direct hit on the trailer, which ignited the propellant of the rounds in the trailer, 

which in turn ignited the propellant of the rounds on the hood, but did not detonate 

the rounds. The occupants suffered some scorched eyebrows and some soiled 

laundry. Finally, there was a southern boy riding in the back of a gun section jeep 

when it ran over a small mine. He said, 'Man, when that thing went off, my asshole 

sucked up about three yards of that camouflage net.' Although my jeep had survived 

the crash in reasonably good shape, strain on the bolts, even with their built-in 

wrench handles, had made them absolutely unbudgeable. Mter grunting and 

swearing for quite some time, and so mad and frustrated that I even was oblivious to 

enemy fire, I finally gaye up, cocked my carbine and joined the defense of the 

area.,,48 
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By the next morning, too, the 53rd Troop Carrier Wing in England knew 

enough of the situation to change the landing zone of the final glider lift from W to 

E. The 1st battalion 325th Glider Infantry took off with the 43ih Group from 

Ramsbury in Wacos and Horsas from Aldermaston. The 434th Group, carrying the 

325th Regimental Headquarters, the 82nd Division reconnaissance platoon and some 

gunners and sappers, took to the air at about the same time, 4.30 a.m. 49 

The 1st Battalion gliders were mostly released over Landing Zone E and 

landed over a wide area within the American lines, without enemy interference, but 

there were a lot of crash landings; 17 men were ki11ed, 85 were injured and 19 gliders 

were destroyed. 50 The second serial from Aldermaston alllanded on or near Landing 

Zone W in spite of their new orders, but the Germans at Turqueville and 

Ecoqueneauvi11e were already beginning to thin out and casualties from their fire 

were light. Crashes were few, no one was ki11ed and only l3 men were injured. 

The last glider operation was f10wn from Up Ottery and Merryfield by the 

439th and 441 st Group, carrying the 2nd battalion 325th Glider Infantry and the 2nd 

Battalion 401st Glider Infantry, a total of 1,331 men. 51 They reached Landing Zone 

W at ten minutes to nine, released their gliders at 600ft and this time by squadrons. 

Some landed amongst the remnants of the German 795th Battalion on the north end 

of the Landing Zone and got a hot reception; others came down on the edge of the 

River Merderet marshes and some more chose landing sites well to the east. Most 

accurate of all were the gliders of the 441 st Group, 44 of whose gliders landed on or 

within a mile of Landing Zone W. Once again landing accidents caused damage, 

destroying 24 gliders, ki11ing 18 soldiers and glider pilots, and injuring a further 85.52 

However the landings as a whole were successful. By 10.15 that morning, 

June i\ aH three battalions of the 325th had reported to their Regimental 

Headquarters as ready to move. By the evening the 1st Battalion had 545 officers and 

men the 2nd 624 and the 3rd 550, 53 a powerful reinforcement for the division. 

CONCLUSION 

The eyes of the world were on the paratroopers and the glidermen of the 82nd 

101st Airborne Divisions when they dropped from the skies over Normandy, in the 

hours of darkness early on June 6 1944, to become the vanguard of the great Allied 

188 



invasion of France. They were participating in no simple experiment. They were 

being committed in force with the full expectation that their success would make 

possible the early seizure of port and beach facilities and the rapid consolidation of a 

permanent beachhead. Vpon their achievement might very well depend the success 

of the whole invasion effort. 

That any such success would attend those efforts was anything but certain 

during the first hours of the operation. Things began to go wrong almost as soon as 

the formations arrived over the French coast. About half of the serials unexpectedly 

ran into a cloudbank off the coast, and became dispersed. Bursts of anti-aircraft fire 

brought a natural response, though it was contrary to instructions, on the part of 

inexperienced pilots - evasive action; other formations began to loosen up and 

scatter. Gnly four or five serials were able to arrive at their Drop Zones in tight and 

orderly formations. 

Such scattering or air formations could only result in a wide dispersal of the 

troops and the ground. Parachutists of the 101 st Airborne Division began to dropping 

in a wide area southeast of Ste-Mére-Eglise about 0115. Glider landings began at 

0400 with little more promise of success. Additional elements of the Division which 

could not be included in the initial life went in by glider at 2100 in the evening; but 

again there were numerous crash landings and landings in enemy dominated areas. 

Methodical assembly of the units was almost out of the question. Commanders 

simply gathered up what men they could find in the vicinity, regardless of unit, and 

proceeded toward their objectives. Elements of the 4th Infantry Division, driving 

inland from the Vtah Beach, contacted the 101 st Airborne Division at 1110, but the 

airborne divisions were yet far from being under unified controls. As of 2400 that 

night approximately 50 percent of the airborne echelon of the 101 st Airborne 

Division Headquarters had been accounted for; there had been no word from the 

501st Parachute Infantry other than from the 3rd Battalion, and it had assembled only 

120 officers and men; the 502nd Parachute Infantry was holding a series of strong 

points generally north of St-German-de-Varreville with approximately 500 men; the 

506th Parachute Infantry had some 240men at Culeville, with no word from its 3rd 

Battalion; some 85 men of the 37ih Parachute Field Artillery Battalion, with one 

gun, were with the 502nd Parachute Infantry. Some of these units had had fairly good 

drops, but were out of communication. Eleven of the twelve 75 mm pack howitzers, 

together with their crews, of the 37ih Battalion were lost completely. Brig. Gen. A. 
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C. McAuliffe, division artillery commander, attributed that lost mainly to evasive 

flying tactics on the part of some of the pilots, and the failure of pilots to reduce their 

speed to the required 110 mph. 

ln spite of the scattered landings, the 101 st Airborne Division was able to take 

its objectives, induding St. Martin-de-Varreville and Pouppeville, relatively quickly. 

Most important, it had been able to secure the vital exits from the beaches which 

would permit the troops landing by sea to move inland. 

The situation with the 82nd Airborne Division was more precarious. Its 

dispersion had been so broad that two days later, on the morning of 8 June, it was 

reported that the division had only 2,100 effectives under unified control. Contact 

had been established with only one battalion of the 508th Parachute Infantry and half 

a battalion of the 50ih which had dropped wet of the Merderet River. Men of the 

508th and S07th had come down at or the assembly position of the German 91 st 

Division. A number of the heavily-Ianded paratroopers dropped into the Merderet 

Creek or the nearby marshes. By a cruel distortion of maps and aerial photographs, 

the marshes along the Merderet River showed up as innocent meadows, and this had 

been blamed for the grief of paratroopers who found themselves fighting the deep 

water and mud which lay beneath the tall grass. But the man and reconnaissance 

error really did not matter so very much, for those who dropped into the marsh were 

victims of another error, an error in missing the intended Drop Zones. They had no 

more intention of landing there that if they had known it to be marsh. Anyway, it was 

the Germans, not the map-makers, who had flooded the marshes late in May. 

ln contract to its sister regiments of the 82nd Airborne Division, the SOSth 

Parachute Infantry probably had the best drop in the whole operation. It troop carrier 

planes too had been scattered, but many of them were able to cirde back, itself a 

dangerous undertaking when serials were following dosely and formations had 

become broken, and find the Drop Zone which pathfinders had dearly marked. 

Unfortunately for the others, enemy troops on four of six designated Drop Zones 

made it impossible for pathfinders to display their visual signals. Under orders to use 

only knives, bayonets, and grenades so that enemy fire could be spotted in the 

darkness, about a quarter of the men of the 3rd Battalion collected and moved in to 

capture Ste-Mére-Eglise before dawn. Other members of the regiment reinforced the 

holders of the town during the morning. It was the only one of the 82nd Airborne 

Division's initial mission which had gone according to pIan. 
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Other D-Day missions assigned to the 82nd Airborne Division had included 

the securing of crossing of the Merderet Creek near La Fiere and Chef-du-Pont. Here 

the flooded marshlands were especially troublesome. Small bands of paratroopers 

were able to established bridgeheads both at La Fiere and Chef-du-Pont, but both had 

to yield to strong German forces. At the end of D-Day the situation of the 82nd 

around Ste-Mére-Eglise remained obscure and tenuous. It was not until the next 

afternoon, the 7 June, that forces coming in from Utah Beach were able to link up 

effectively with airborne forces at Ste-Mére-Eglise. General Ridgway was able to get 

word to the corps commander that a German armored force appeared to be building 

up, and General Collins immediately ordered a task force from the 704th Tank 

battalion to move directly to St.-Mére-Eglise. The tanks rolled onto the town early in 

the afternoon amidst wild cheers of local inhabitants. 

Some gliders had landed in the morning shortly after parachute drops, and 

other glider serials were scheduled for the evening of D-Day, though the main glider 

elements were to come in the next morning. Glider landings, too, were somewhat 

scattered, but the small fields enclosed by hedgerows and enemy fire were their 

principal hazards. Late in the afternoon of D-Day, Colonel Edson Raff arrived by sea 

with a company of tanks of the 746th Tank Battalion and ninety riflemen of the 32Sth 

Glider Infantry for the 82nd Airborne Division. Colonel Raff found the glider landing 

zone in German hands, and he tried to get them cleared before the glider serial, 

scheduled for 2300, arrived. The gliders arrived on schedule, while Germans yet held 

the landing zones. Coming under intensive fire, many of the gliders crashed with 

heavy casualties; some came down in enemy-held territory, and some others drifted 

farther south. But the next morning most of the 32Sth Glider Infantry was able to land 

and assembled. Glider serials also had arrived for the 101 st Airborne Division at 0400 

and 2100 on D-Day and with somewhat similar results. The 32ih Glider Infantry 

arrived by sea on D-Day and D plus 1. Dne of the casualties in the early morning 

glider landings was Brig. Gen. Don F. Pratt, assistant divisional commander of the 

101 st Airborne Division, who was killed. Damage to the bigger British-type Horsa 

gliders which came in the evening was greater than of the Waco CG-4A's because of 

their greater landing speed and size in the smalllanding fields. 

ln the way the widespread landings may have actually contributed to airborne 

successes. German patrols dispatched to liquidate the invaders became involved in 

fighting in every direction. There were no battalion concentrations against which an 
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effective counterattack might be launched. AH this confusion did not fit into the 

plans for defense; it had no place in German anti-airborne doctrine. Small groups of 

paratroopers and glidermen fought as they worked toward assembly areas; one 

group, for example, was reported to have dropped twenty miles beyond its objective, 

but then men worked their way back and destroyed two light tanks en route. The 

effect of aH this action was a very real contribution to the rapid reduction of Vtah 

Beach defenses and the establishment of a deep beachhead line. 

ln a period of five days approximately 17,400 paratroopers and glider-borne 

troops had been landed in Normandy; C-47 transport aircraft had flown 1,672 sorties, 

with a loss of 43 airplanes, and a to tal of 517 participated in the effort, and by D plus 

6, approximately 90 percent of the glider pilots involved had been returned to 

England or had been reported safe elsewhere. Landing losses to aircraft and 

personnel amounted to less than 10 percent rather than the 50 to 70 percent which 

Leigh-Mallory predicted. Airborne forces fought continuously for thirty-three days in 

a ground role unti! they were relieved on 8 July. 

For the skeptical perhaps the Normandy operation was a convincing 

demonstration that the employment of airborne troops on a large scale was a feasible 

undertaking. But for airborne enthusiasts it doubtless was a disappointment. True, the 

airborne units had taken their major objectives, but divisions had not been able to 

function as such before twenty-four to forty-eight hours after landing. Leaders could 

see a need for more effective joint training and planning. Colonel Bidwell, who 

participated in the operation as an official War Department observer, reported: "In 

accordance with decision made in March 1944, all airborne troops were used during 

this operation directly to assist the inland progress of the beach landing assault 

troops. To accomplish this, the airborne troops were caUed upon to land in the midst 

of a weU-organized defensive position. Transport and gliders were under practicaUy 

continuous fire and broke formation. Airborne units were badly scattered and 

intermingled on landing. The majority of the men had no opportunity to secure their 

heavy arms and equipment. In spite of aU this, the operation was a success. It 

succeeded, however, only because the airborne troops slugged it out with the 

defenders and had no thought other than to achieve eventual victory. Two reinforced 

V.S. airborne divisions (82nd and 101st
), reorganized for this particular operation and 

one reinforces British airborne division (6th
) were committed." 
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FINAL CONCLUSION 

Benjamin Franklin's "Airborne Idea" and Colonel William Mitchell's 

"Airborne PIan" were the beginning of the American "airborne effort," which began 

with small experiments of dropping parachutists and weapons in the twenties and 

thirties and it was just enough to develop the "airborne effort." The Russians were 

building on Colonel Mitchell's concept and had begun to use the parachute troops as 

a military weapon. Also the Germans had not fallen behind and had focuses even 

more on establishment of the parachute and glider units. They turned the "airborne 

idea" into a masterpiece and showed it to the world in the invasion of Crete in May 

of 1941. The cost of the airborne and glider operation in Crete was too high. For this 

reason the Germans abandoned further airborne opera ti on. The German of Crete was 

the moment initiative in airborne effort started to grow in the United States. 

It convinced America of the effectiveness of airborne units, which got the 

attention U.S. Army Ground forces. In April 1940 the War Department approved 

formation of the Parachute Test Platoon. The American Airborne effort was on very 

soon that the War Department gaye another approval to form the first parachute 

battalion. That battalion was activated in September 1940. The airborne effort started 

to grow even bigger after the War Department approved the pIan to form three more 

parachute infantry battalions in 1941. In result of the Declaration of War, the War 

Department ordered that four parachute infantry regiments be formed. Those 

regiments were created in the spr ing of 1942. The establishment of the four 

parachute infantry regiment called for unity of command. Then the airborne 

command was activated in March 1942. In the spring of 1942 General Lee went to 

England to ob serve the British airborne units and ideas. The British were moving 

ahead with plans for airborne division. 

After his return to the U.S., Lee briefed General McNair at Army Ground 

Forces Headquarters on results of his "British mission" and recommended that the 

U.S. Army follow the British by forming an airborne division. In July 1942 General 

McNair proposed that 82nd Infantry Division be organized into two separate airborne 

divisions. The Division was a problem-free nearing the end of its training cycle and 
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the division was conveniently situated ne ar the paratrooper school at Fort Benning 

and not far from Fort Bragg where the Air Force had established the Troop Carrier 

Command. In mid-August, the 82nd division was split in half and became the 82nd 

"All American" Airborne Division and the 101 st "Screaming Eagle" Airborne 

Division. 

Both divisions immediately started with airborne, glider, artillery, engineer, 

and other required trainings. But the greatest training obstacle was lack of 

equipment. There were not enough aircrafts available for the training in the Vnited 

States due to overseas shipments. Less than fifty percent of the aircraft originally 

assigned to the Troop Carrier Command were available for training element of the 

airborne divisions. This situation was improved but certainly not enough. This lack 

of aircraft including gliders had a major effect for the overseas shipment of the 

airborne divisions and their combat missions was especially in the case for the 82nd 

Airborne Division which lacked supplies in its airborne mission with operation 

"Husky." This resulted in scattered drop s and poor navigation due to pilots who were 

not sufficiently trained in airborne tactic. While the 82nd division was committed to 

fighting in Sicily and Italy - despite their lack of training - the 101 st division was 

able to complete most of the training and was well-trained and well-prepared for 

shipment overseas to England in preparation for Operation Overlord. 

The 82nd and 101 st airborne divisions played a major role in the Neptune 

phase of operation Overlord. The 101st Airborne division's principal mission was 

that of knocking out the defense along causeways which crossed the soon to be 

invaded areas. The division also had the missions of taking the battery of guns just 

behind Vtah Beach and of seizing certain crossings on the Merderet and Douve 

Rivers. 

The 82nd was to land in the vicinity of St. Sauver-Ie-Vicomte, more than half 

way across the bays of the Peninsula and was to capture Ste-Mére-Eglise and prevent 

the enemy from moving reinforcements up the western side of the Peninsula from the 

south. 

The pathfinders groups played a special role in the Neptune phase of the 

Invasion of Normandy. Their mission was to mark the drop and landing zones before 

the main drop of paratrooper and glider units of the 82nd and 101 st division and to 

secure it against scattered drop s like in Sicily. 
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Things, however, began to go wrong as the aircrafts formations arrived over 

Normandy. About half of the serials run into a cloudbank off the coast and became 

dispersed. Bursts of anti-aircraft fire brought natural response - evasive action, other 

formations began to loosen up and scatter. Some scattering of formations resulted in 

a wide dispersal of the troops on the ground. 

In spite of the scattered landings the 101 st was able to make its objectives 

relatively quickly. Most important, in was able to secure the vital exits from the Vtah 

Beach. 

The situation of the 82nd division was more complicated. Their objective to 

take the city of Ste-Mére-Eglise was complicated due to flooded fields and missed 

drop points. Even with complication they still managed to take the city before dawn 

using only knives, bayonets, and grenades. Another tas k was to hold the crossings at 

Merderet Creek near La Fiere and Chef-du-Pont. Holding these crossings was made 

difficult due to stronger German forces, but by the next day the task was completed 

with incoming troops from Vtah Beach. 

This conclusion is based on the research included in my thesis, which was 

do ne in the Eisenhower Center and the National D-Day Museum (now called The 

National World War II Museum). Further research on this topic can be done in the 

following institutions: 82nd Airborne Division War Memorial Museum in Fort Bragg, 

Wings of Liberty Military Museum in Fort Campbell, The National Infantry Museum 

in Fort Benning, The V.S. Army History Institute in Carlisle, The Library of 

Congress in Washington D.C., Imperial War Museum in London, D-Day Museum in 

Portsmouth, Vtah Beach Museum in La Madeleine by Vtah Beach and in Airborne 

Troops Museum in Ste-Mére-Eglise. 
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SHRNUTÍ 

Diplomová práce "From Metz to Normandy: The early history of the U.S. 

Airborne and Glider unit s focusing on 82nd and 101 st Airborne Divisions" (Od Met 

po Normandii. Ranná historie amerických výsadkových a kluzákových jednotek se 

zaměřením na 82. a 101. výsadkovou devizi.) sleduje vývoj amerických výsadkových 

a kluzákových jednotek od prvopočátku až po zformování dvou prvních 

výsadkových divizí v polovině srpna 1942. 

Zabývá se prvními myšlenkami na výsadkové operace, na které mysleli 

Benjamin Franklin a plukovník William Mitchell, avšak které nikdy nebyly 

realizovány. Popisuje i první pokusy seskoku výsadkářů a shozů zbraní na padácích 

ve 20. a 30. letech minulého stolení. Dále se zabývá změnou přístupu amerického 

ministerstva obrany po německé vzdušné invazi na Krétě v květnu 1941 a napadení 

Spojených států v Pearl Harboru v prosinci téhož roku a následným vyhlášením 

války Japonsku a Německu. Popisuje historii vzniku 1. zkušební čety následované 

zformováním 1. výsadkového praporu během roku 1940. Je zaměřena i na aktivaci 

dalších výsadkových praporů v roce 1941 a jejich přeměny na výsadkové pluky. Po 

vyhlášení války Japonsku a Německu mělo ministerstvo války zájem na urychlené 

zformování dalších výsadkových pluků na jaře 1942, které zastřešilo vytvořením 

Výsadkového velitelství. 

Na jaře téhož roku byl generál Lee vyslán na pozorovací misi do Velké 

Británie, kde se seznámil s britským záměrem na zformování výsadkové divize. Po 

návratu do Spojených států informoval velitele pozemních sil generála McNaira o 

britském návrhu zformovat výsadkovou divizi a doporučil mu, aby Spojené státy 

následovaly Velkou Británii v aktivaci výsadkové divize. 

Spojené státy se nakonec rozhodly pro zformování dvou výsadkových divizí, 

na které se diplomová práce speciálně zaměřuje a to od jejich aktivace v polovině 

srpna 1942, přes zformování jejich výsadkových jednotek, zabývá se jejich 

výcvikem, jejich prvotními problémy až po jejich taktickou přípravu před odplutím 

na evropské bojiště. V případě 82. výsadkové divize je to zaměření na odplutí do 

Severní Mriky a následný náčrt jejího zapojení do bojových operací na Sicílii a v 

Itálii. A u 101. výsadkové divize se soustředí na její pokračující výcvik ve Spojených 
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státech, zapojením se do prvních velkých armádních manévrů a na přesun do Velké 

Británie k přípravě na invazi do Normandie. 

Během invaze měli obě výsadkové divize zabezpečit předmostí pro následné 

vylodění invazních sil na pláži Utah. Diplomová práce je ve svém závěru zaměřena 

na samotný Den D operace Overlord a plnění bojových úkolů obou amerických 

výsadkových divizí po seskoku a přistání jejich jednotek během prvního dne invaze. 

Snahou diplomové práce je popsat málo známé stránky z historie amerických 

výsadkových a kluzákových jednotek, které jsou svojí účastí v operaci Overlord tak 

proslulé. 
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