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THE OM@RATIONS OF ®A" GOMPANY, S08TH @
PARACHUTE INFANTRY, (82ND ATRBCRNE |
DIVISION) NEAR RENCHEAUX, BELGIUM
(ARDENNES CAMPAIGN)

(Personal Experience ef a Companry Commander)

INTRODUCTION

This monograph covers the opofations of Cempany A, 508th Parachute
Infantry, 62nd Airborme Division near Rencheaux, Belgium, 22 - 25
December 194l. |

In order to orient the reader with the situation, and alse to acquaiat
him with the state of morale, traiming, and equipment, it is neceseary te
ge back to the 12th of November 154k, It was en this date that the 82md
Division was relieved frem the lines at Nijmegen, Holland, and sent te
Sissome, France, There camp was set up im a Fremch Caserne.

It was highly legical te assume that the Divisziem had been withdrawn te
prepare for an Airborne assault across the Fhine sometime im early 1545,
This was anticipated with emthusiasm since many an airborne officer felt
that the gervices of this type of umit were wasted om other than
airborne missicns.

When the divisién‘arrind at Sissone, they were net immediately
re—putfitted or re-equipped. 1In fact, the division had & very low
theater prierity., That equipmemt which the divisiem did have, waa, for
the most part, either salvaged er szent back te the troeps, fightimg im
Germany. Clothiag and sheoer wers alsc turaed in for salvage, while the
Weapons Were saent to ordamce for a very recessary check up.

Because there Were ne replacements available, the division Was not
immediately built up to stremgth agair. Their Parachute scheel inm
Ergland was helping eut a little, but there ware very few volunteers fer
Parachute duty at thisz time.

The first few weeks after the divisien's :rrival at Sissene, trainimg
Was kept to a minimum, and stress was laid em rebuilding the merale of the
troops. Recreation played am important role im the schedule. Moat eof the
time was takem up by athletics, but each day there was alsc either am
ihﬂpectiﬂ or clese arder drill, Simce spit amd pelish Were emphasiged
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the divisiem gradually regaimed scme of the disdipline which am outfit
invariably loses in cembat, For entertizinmemt a system of passes ie
Paris was imstituted, amd USO amd Fremch shows frem Parls were imperted
te Sissene.
On the 1lst ef December appreximately, trainimg Becane mere interse,
and it $oon became ebvieus by its pattera that it was for.a gradual build=-
up te am Airborne drep.
When the 82nd Divisiom was abeut te begir te feel sur; ef a comfortsable
winter im the cemmunicatiea zone, the Germans decided te change thimgs by
starting their winter effensive im Belgium, As the Germam attack
pregressed, it became clear to SHAEF that it would be ascessary tc move the
Airberme imte the battle te help te stem the tide. The poseibility ef
lesing the use of the firborme Divisiem im 2 Spring ¢ffemsive would have te
be risked in the face of the presemt emergemcy.
Thus it was, that General Gavin was alerted en the night ef 17
December 19L areumd 1930 heurs. He was told te be prspared te meve the
82nd Divisien te Bastogme, Belgium, the next day. (1) Areaund 2000 hours
the Cempany Connandirs had been alerted, amd were givem the very
fragmentary order: "Be prepared to move te Bastogme, Belgium, by truck by
1100 temorrew", (2) |
At first it seemed like an impossible task., Weapers were still in
erdmamce. The requisitiens on clothimg had not beem filled, amd Wimter
clething was virtually nom-existemt in the Divisien, Hewevof, it was omly
a short time befere efdnance and qﬁartarmaster depots ir the immediate
vicimity were rushimg equipment to the Divisiem. 1 K ratiem per man was
isszued, and ammunitiom was distributed frem each Reginent's basic lead.
A8 if there Were not comfusion already, the rifle cempanies received 30%
replacements at 0300 18th December. (3} This necessitated assigning the
mew men, - checking their equipmemt, ~ makimg up shertages, — preparing
.ncw resters, amd briefiag them.

| Hewever, by 1100 hours en the 18th, the Regiments were lesaded -

(1) 82nd Divisien Repert, page 1, (2) Persensl knowledge

{3) Personal knowledgs. b




on the trucks and cm their way. It is true that some of the men were
ritifully shert ef clethinmg amd squipmemnt. Many had ne overcoats er
gleves, Probably the item im the peorest cemditiem wag the feetwear.
Wezpons wers alse atill met in A-1 shape. 4 geod mamy of the machine
guns were witheut tripeds, and the mortars, witheut bipods. Still the
impertant thimg was that the divisien was em the read. That they were
able te meve im such a shert time was because of experismce in the past,
which ususlly censisted of suddem commuitments,

The divisiem fellewed the gereral route via Sisseme, Charleville,
Racegne, Sprimont, Houffalize and Werbememt. ‘(Map 4) VWhile en reute
the march ebjective was changed frem Bastogne te Werbememt. (L)

Altogether the entire divisiem had meved 150 miles, and in less
than 40 hours after the initial alert; while some of the cembat
elements had gome inte positiom ia less tham twemty hours. (5)

THE GENERAL SITUATION

The best Way to describe comditiems at this time is té give the
furthest peints reached by the Germams' rapid advamce. It must be
kept im mimd however, that the situatiem was so fluid that there was
no set fremt lime, but that there were Americar forces still fighting
behind the ememy.

By the 19th of December, the Germans had reached Stavelet, amd had
sent patrols forward te Treis Pemts. (Map B) They were driving hard
tewarde St. Vith and Bastogne, (6) Within twe hours after the last
element of the 82md Airberme Divisiem had passed threugh Houffalize, that
town was taken by advamce elements of the Germam attack. (7)

- Upon arrival at Werbemomt, the regiments ef the divisiom set up am
21l around defense, and immediately sent out reconnaisance patrels im am
effert to lecate the ememy. Numercus Germam patrols were soor cemtacted im
the vicinity ef Treis Pents, but it was foand that the Germans had me
(L) 82nrd Divisiem Repert, page i; Personal knowledge,
(5) 82nd Divisien Heport, preface. (6) 82nd Divisien Report, pages 2 amd 3.
(7) 62md Divisien Report, page 2; Personal Knowledge,
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laree bedies of troops im this area as yet. Om the aftermeon of the 19ih,

the 82nd eccupied snd orgarized the high greumd to the east and south
of Werbement, (8)

~ On the fellewing aftermcom, the divisiom received erders to eatéblish
a defensive lire frem Chemeux threugh Treis Pemts, Gramd Halleux,
Vielsalm, Salm Chateau and Hebremval, (Map B) Cemtact .v«ras to be made at
La Gleize with the right flamk ef fhe 30th Divisien. The 3rd Armered
Divisiem was em the right, amd was te be respemsible for the secter te
tle west, Contact was to ba made immediately with umnits reportedly cut
off im the area ef Vielsalm - St. Vith. (9)

FEGIMENTAL SITUATION

_ The 508th Parachute Infamtry was assigmed the sector extendimg
frem Vielsslm te Salm Chateau, The Regimemt im turm, assigmed the
missien of defending the greumd immediately areumd Vielsalm te the
lst Battaliem, {10)
BATTALION SITUATION

Om the might of the 20th of December, the lst Battaliem moved by
motor te Remcheaux, acress the river frem their cbjective, (Map B)
Intelligence had been very vague, The Battalien commander was merely
teld that the cemmamd pest of the ldéth Divisien was beliaved te be
located im Vielsalm, and that there were ne Germams there,

The meve to Remcheaux preved te be unevemtful. Hewever, im the town
itself everything was in a state of confusien. At a read bleck cevered
by a 57 mm Anti-Taxk gun, advamce guards of the Battaliem made their first
comtact with the 106th Divisiem. This gun was protecting the appreaches
from the west. The 106th Divisiem hed had seme disastreus expsriences
recently, of having their pesitioné overrun by Germans im Amerdicaa
uniforme, amd they did not intend to let it happem agair, The might was
pitch black, and te make matters unrso,.the 82md Divisiem had net received
the passwerd, By ideatifiying themselves as American Parachutists, the
(8) 82nd Divisiorm Repert, page 2; Persemsl Kmewledge.

(9) 82nd Divisien Repert, page 3. (10) Persenal Knewledge.
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1st Battalicm only managed to arcuse further, the suspicions of the men
of the l0oth Divisiem. Finally, after much time had been lest, pesitive
identificatien was made, and the Battaliom preceeded em intec the tewm,
Hewevew, progress preved very slew, because.they weuld run inte anether
outpest every few yards, and the same precedure of identificatiem would
have to be repeated. (11) |

The cemmand pest ef the 106th Divisiem was located im Remcheaux, instead
of Vielsalm as believed. This had originally besm the divisiem rear
command pest, but the forward cne had moved back from St. Vith when twe
regiments e¢f the 106th had beem surrounded there a few days previeusly. At
this time the Divisiem was eut of centact with these twe Regiments, |

Nevertheless a command pest wags found te be lecated at Vielsalm, but it
was that ef the 7_th Armored (12) and the bulk eof that Divisien wers lecated
between Vielsalm and St. Vith,

The commander of the 508th's lst Battaliem decided that, with a1l this
pretecticn, snd because there had been ne previsus recemmaissance, nething
weuld be accemplished by attemptimng te eccupy pesitiems in the dark, |
Comrsequently the Battaliom was bivouaced for the remainder of the might im

8 Belgian Gasarné}:i.l Rencheaux,

COMPANY SITUATTION

At dzwm the next morning, the 21lst of December, a prelimimary
recennaissance was made amd the companies were assigned secters. A Cempany
was givem the missior of occupyimg a positiem te the west ef the Sale
river astride the mainm road., B Cempany was om A Compamy's left, and the
3rd Battalien, 112th Infantry ef the 28th Division, who were cut eff im
that area were a}j;ached te :c.he 508th Regiment, and eccupied positiens onm
A Cempany's r':l.gh’?:.. (13) The campany commander of A Cempamy Was teld that
there would be nol withdrawal, amd that this would be where the Bénd Divieienm
weuld make its stand. |
(11) Personal Knowledge., (12) 62nd Divisien Repert, page 3; Personal
Knewledge. (13) Persemal Emewledge.
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In order to better understand A Compamy's pesitien at this time, a
brief terrain analysis is inm erder, The Salm river i1s actually = siall
stream abeut ten fest wide, rumnimg from morth te south. Under ercinary
circamatances this wowld net be censldered much ef a2 barrier, Hewewver,
at this peint of the caintry, the current was very swift and had cut a
gerge about eight feet deep, thus being unfordable te both vehicles ard
feot seldiers. Twe railresd bridges and a weoden road bridge were the
only means ef cressimg, Om the eastern side of the river and immediately
to the nerth ef the road cressing, the terrain was heavily wooded, The
grournd rese very gradually for abeut 200 yards, and t'hen, very sharply.

In Vislsalm there were buildiﬁgs on a cliff cverlecking the river. These
were about 50 te 75 feet sbove the stream bed.

On the west side of the river a railroad ran paralldl te the straaa,
Beyend it, the ground rose sharply te the height eof 100 feet, for a stretch
of about 40O yards. {Map C),

The plateons were assigned their defensive positions, - the first
plateon on the right, - the third plateem enm the left, and the secemd
plateon im reserve, In assignimg these positiens, the company commander
kept twe things in mimd, First, there would be ne withdrawal.
Censequently he disregarded any cemsideratiem as te routes feor this. He
reasened that re-supply, and the feeding of the platecens could be
accemplished at night umder the cover of darkness. Secendly, his missien
Was to keep the enemy from cressimg the Salm river, It was therefore
necessary in some instances te sacrifice fields of fire for observation
on the ei)posit,e bank of the Salm.

The third platcon was to maintain contact with B Cempany. There was
a gap of abeut 300 yards betweem the twe cempanies., However, it was
epen ground, and could easily be covered by fire im the day time, and by
patrels at night. Twe squads of the third platoor were placed en the
slight knell located in the triamgle formed by the railreads. (Map C).
Once contact had been made with the Germans, it would be impoesible te
move te eor from this knell im the day time. However, it was the oniy site which
could cemmand the banks of the river immediately to the north of the read
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bridge. (1h) .

The i‘irsf- plateon en the right was in semevhat the same plight as the
third. They were located on the forward slepes of a hill, cempletely
develd ef amy cover or cencealment,

The secend plateon in reserve was astride the read. Becausre of the
numerous houses, it was necessary to have them well ferward. At the mest,
they were only 50 yards behind the twe fremt plateons.

A Company had three days in which tc erganize their pesitien. Every
advantage was taken of this much appreciated delay frem combat. Indiwidual
fox hcles were dug, and overhead cover was constructed, se that each ene
was virtually a fortress. “Wire was laid to g1l positioms. Each plateom
was equipped with German field telephemes which had been secured in previous
campaigns, Officers and non-commissioned officers became acquainted with
- the replacements they had received four days previeusly,., Seme of the more
seriecus shertages in equipmeat, such as overceats, shees, and machine gue
tripeds, were made up frem the meager supplies which the Divisien had
managed to secure, Shertages of supply were alse supplemented by equipment
thrownr away by retreating Americam forces, Footwear more and more became an
item of impertance. Snew followed by rain had created a slush which seoon
penetrated the parachute boots everyone was wearimg., It did net take the
men leng to lecate a supply dump of the 106Yh Divisiem comtaiming overshces,
Requests Were made to have these issued, but were refused, By vafieus means
the men of A Cempany managed te secure evgrsheee nevertheless, As this
supply dump Was captured a few days later, this proved te be me great breach
of supply disciplime. |

It was soen clear that the 7th Armered snd the remmants ef the 100th
Divisien wai1ld not be able te hold the salient across the river., The read
through A Camany's pesiticn was one of the main routes ef retreat. During
the 22nd and the 23rd of December, there was a constant flew of traffic frem
the fremt. A Company's commander Was greatly cencerned about the effect it
(1h) Statement of Captain Cembs, 2 March, 1948,
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would have on the morale of the men to see everyone taking off to the rear,
knewing that they themselves were to stay. He was especially concerned
that the men might beceme infected with the state of terror of the

majority of these retreasting ferces, It was ne uncommen eccurrsnce te see
groups of ten and twenty men, whe had threwn all their armms away im order
that they might travel faster, VThe A Compamy cemmander put cut the

erder that mone of his men would be allowed to speak to any of these treops,
and that they w uld not be allowed te step in the A Cempamy area. His
fears, however, were unfounded,

The 1st seargeat, in the meantime, was combatting rumors. He finally
solved the problem by starting his owm, and later tracking them down amnd
revealing their source. 4s a result, the men would net believe anything
at all, unless it was given as part of am official order.

On the 22nd of December, a plateen frem D Compamy, 325th Engineers,
prepared the three bridges in front of A Cempany for demelitiea. o small
detachment was left te supervize their destructiem. (15) A Cempany was
givem the responsibility of seeing that this was accomplished. The
cempany cemmander imnstructed the 2nd platoen leader to place a squad ef -
men as outpesta at the appreaches te the bridges., Durimg daylight, these

. were to be well forward, but at night the platoon leader was to pull them in,‘
s¢ that they would not be cut off.

On the morning ef the 23rd, the company commander was told that the
7th Armered Divisien was withdrawing if.s screening forces, The northerm

irailway bridge would be blewn at 1500 hours, and the other twe bridges would
'be destroyed at 2200 hours, or immediately after all the troops ef the |
7th had been withdrawn, - whichever was earlier., The company Was alerted;
especially the outpestis of the 2nd plateen whose leader made a special peinmt
of checking the demelitien charges.

At 1500 heurs the railread bridge was blowa as planﬁed. Infermatien
was received at about the same time that the 3rd Battaliem had made centact
(15) Repert of the lst Battaliem, 50fith Parachute Infantry Regiment, dated
16 January, 1945 '
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with the eneny at Salm Chateau. To the nerth at Trois Ponts, the
504 had contacted the enémy on the previous day, (16) while the withdrawal
of the 7ith Armored Division was progressing effectively in the A Cempany
sector,

At 1800 hours in the evening, A Cempany commander met Genergl
Hasbreuck, Cemmander of the 7th Armored Divisiem near the twe remaining
bridges, The General said that he believed all of his treeps had
withdrawn, but that he was not sure. He teld the company ceamander te
withheld blewing the bridges until midnight in order te take care of any
isclated greups which might still be on the other side., Since this
conflicted with his erders, A Cempany cemmander contacted the Battalioen,
and get permissien to have the time changed te 2400 heurs. (17)

Almost simultaneously, the company commander received a call from the
1lst plateen leader that the Battaliem on the right had withdrawm frem the
pesitions they had been occupying. The commander went ever te contact this
Battalien, and found it in positions a good 500 yards behind the river lire.
The Battalien commander explained that he wanted grazing fire fer his Weapens,
and #hat this position furnished him the best possible. It is true, that
he did have approximately LOO yards ef grazing fire, but asbout 100 yards of
the westerm bank were in complete defilade, thus leaving A Companmy with
an exposed flank. A Cempany's missien Was te keep the enemy frem cressing
the Salm, net te get grazing fire, After a shert, aml futile argument,

A Company commander $aw that a higher authority was needed to get amy changes
made. He went back to his own Battalien cemmand pest, and notified his
Battalien commander of the situation. Regiment was immediately netified,
and the 3rd Battalien, 112th Infantry was ordered to move back into their
eriginal pesitiems, (18} Just at this time, firing was heard from the
2nd plateen's outpest acress the river. Consequently the 3rd Battalienm,
112th Infantry never did move forward again, and for the next forty-eight
(16) 62nd Division Report; Repert ef the 1st Battaliem, 508th Parachute
Infantry Regiment, dated 10 January, 1945 (17) Personal Knewledge
(18) - Persemnzl Knowledge
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hours, A Company was eperating with an exposed flank,

tihile the cempany commander of A Cempany had been trying te straightenm
eut this problem, the outposts had been on the alert, At approximately
2200 heurs, one of them saw a celumm of men approaching. The eutpost ias
not sure whether or not they were Americans. When, at a distance of
abeut ten yards, the column proved to be Germans, the outpost opéned fire
on them at point blank range. He did not step te count the casualiies,
but did know that the Germans were in cdﬁfusion. The platoen leader
immediately gave the predetermined signsl for the other oupests te withdraw,
and started checking them back acress the bridges. Some of the outposts
were a little slew returning. By the time the last man was cressing the bridge,
the Germans had recovered from their confusion, snd were almest te the
edge of the river, firing acress it., As the platoon leader crogsed the
bridge, he gave another blast ¢r his whistle; the arranged signal fer
the demelitian men te do their jeb. He then toek cover behind the railread
bark., When nothing happened, he loeked fer, and found the demelitien men
whe had not been in position when the actien began, and were afterwards
unable to reach it.

It was then realized that a foolish, and preobably costly mist.ake had
been made in preparing the bridges for demolition. No consideratien had
been given to the pessibility of blowing them frem cover. Instead t.hii‘t.y
second fuzes were lecated at the bridges themselves. The Germans now
were on the very edge of the river, and some had even crossed it, (19)

The company cemmanded ordered the plateoon leader to get the bridges
blown samehow, He, in turn, got his eight cutposts together, and ordered
them to rush back across the bridge follewed by the demeolition men. On
signal the fugze lighters wcre to be pulled. The men were te get back te
the railread bank umder cover, This plaﬁ, hasty as it was, succeeded,
chiefly because the Germans did not expect such a sudden shew of
aggressiveness; or i'ather it succeeded in part, becauss only the railroad
(19) Statements of Lt. Lamm, Sgt Preztes, and Sgt. Clement,

26 December, 19LL.
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bridge was destreyed. The fuze lighter fer the road bridge failed
to werk. (20) |

Regiment and Battalien called dewn teo the company demanding a reasem
for the delay, as emphatic orders had been given to blew the bridges
at all cests.

A1l the while the German strength was building up; What had
originally been estimated as a platoen, assufled the strength of a company;
prebably a recennaissance unit, The fife of six machine guns could be
heard, A tankxcaﬁe up, and almost appreached to the abutments of the new
defunct railroad bridge, from where it systematically fired at the heuses
just acress the river. (21) '

It was apparent that it would now take more than the fire of the eight
men from the 2nd plateon to drive the Germans back. The 1st and 3rd
platoons ﬁere ordered to fire at the maximum rate, if pessible at the flash
of the enemy's gums. This concentrated burst caused the Germans to take
cover, sSo ensbling a small force from the 2nd platoon to again cross the
bridge, while the demolitiem persennel attached another fuze light. Using
the same tactics as before, the covering force once more withdrew on signal.
This time the fugze expleded, but the demoliticns again failed to do so.

Meanwhile the 3rd platoon was having trouble with a few Germans whe had
crossed the bridge on the initial asssult, and were now entrenched behind
same of the houses on the western bank o¢f the stream, Several of the
platecm went and eliminated them, (22)

T

The Field Artillery forward observer was in the 3rd platoen area,
attempting te call for fire en the eppesite bamk., However, this was
ineffective, and mest of the rounds were lest in the darkness of the night. (23)'

The 2nd platoon secured a box of Cemposition (-2, and placed it in the
center of the bridge. They expleded it by firimg a bazeoka reund inte it.
This blew up the bridge except for several stringers, which were easily
destroyed. | | ‘

(20) Perscnal Statement of Lt. Lamm, 26 December, 194h. (21) Personal
Knewledge; Statement of Capt. Combs, 2 March, 1948. (22) Statement of
Capt. Cembs, 2 March, 1948. (23) Persensal Knowledge.
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Immediately peace settled dewn en the area, and, except for brief
spasmedic bursts of rifle fire, the enemy made no further meves. All
during the might though, vehicles and tanks ceuld be heard caming wp
inte pesit.ién. Early next morning, the Germans ceuld be heard meving
weed in a lumberyard aleng the river, abeut three or four hundred yards
te the nerth of Vielsalm. There was ne deubt in the minds of the
A Cempany men, that the Gemans were securing this in preparatiem fer
a river cressing, but they were unable to do anything, because of the
complete failure of the artillery to register. '

Abeut OLOO hours, a German plane flew overhead taking phetegraphs.
A few minutes later, A Compamy was alerted by Battalien, whe warned them
that parachutists were drepping in the area. (2L) Much te the
disappointment ef the men, these turned out to be dummies,

THE WITHDRAWAL

Davn of the 2Lth broke clear for the first time since the 082nd
Divisien had arrived in Belgium. As has previeusly been explained, seme of
A Company's peositions were cempletely eut in the epen. However, because
of the excellent fortifications built, only ene man was wounded, and this
happened when he needlesély exposed himself.

In the meantime an impertant decisiom was made at lst Army
Headquarters, The 82nd Divisien had accemplished its missien ef covering
the withdrawal ef the Tth Armored Divis'on, This left the 82nd in a
dangerously extended salient with a frentage of 18 miles. Furthermere,
it was known that the Germans Were plannimg an attack en them With the
2nd and 9th 55 Panzer Divisiens, and the 62nd Velksgrenadier Divisien.

The Divisien cemmander was therefore erdered to withdraw te the Treis
Pents - Brria - Mashay line. (25) -

Extracts of Field Order #l, Headquarters, 508th Parachute Infantry,
concerning this read as fellows: n,..At H hour en D night, 82nd Divisien
withdraws to mew defensive positiem......Cevering force will coneist of
(24) Statement of Major Milam, 2lst Fsbruary, 19L6. (25) 62nd Divisiem
Report, page 4; Dark December, Rebert E Merriam, page 169
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one rifle platoon per company ....' 1345, 2} December, 15i). (26)
At 150(5 heurs, the 1lst Battalien was alerted for the withdrawal.

The Battalion cemmander, Cempany commanders, and Battaliem staff made

a rapld recemnaissance of the route and the new defensive pesitiens, tem
miles to the rear. Before leaving on this survéy, the & Company
cemmander gave brief instructions te be carried out during his absence.

He selected the 2nd plateen as the cevering force to stay behind, They
ware picked, because, being in reserve, they could cover the other
platoomns in case the Germans sttascked while the withdrawal was in progress.
Orders Were given that all heavy equipment, such as blanket rclls and
extra ammunitioa weuld be sent to the rear, where it weuld be picked up

by the Battalion S-4. (27) Specific ordsrs were then given that‘each man
individually, would have the reasons for the withdrawal explained to him,
The Battalion cemmanders had told all company commanders that beth the
Regimental and Division commanders were greatly concerned with the

attitude of the troops towards the withdrawal. This was the first time
im the combat history of the Divisiem, that it, er any of its units had te
execute such a mameuver. They feared that the Germans' use of American
arms and uniferms might cause great confusiom in such a withdrawal. Theaws
fears were unfounded, and later General Gavim was to say: "....I have never‘
seen a better executed eperatiomr than the withdrawal en Christmas Eve.

The treeps willingly and promptly carried inte executier all the withdrawal
plans, altheugh they epenly and frankly critieized it, amd faiied te
understand the necessity for it., But everybody pitched in, and the
withdrawal went smoothly." (28)

When the cempany commander returned frem his reconnaissance, his
instructions had been carried out. In addition, the 2nd platoon leader
had received his orders from the Battslien executive officer, whe was
.c@mmaﬂding the Battalion covering force.

At 2000 hours, the withdrawal started. A company's progressed |
(26) Report of Ehe 1st Battaliom, 508th Parachute Infantry, dated 10
Janmuary, 1945. (27) Personal Knowledge. (28) 82nd Divisien Repert.
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very slowly., Because of the bright moonlight and their exposed positiens,
it was necessary for them te ge back one by ene te a previously designated
company assembly area in Rencheaux. In spite of these difficulties, the
cempany, with the exception of the .2nd Plateon, had withdrawn completely

by 2115 hours, and were marchimg to the rear with the rest of the Battalien,
The Germans gave no indication that they were aware of any movement. The
march ten miles back te the new defensive positions was uninterrupted, except
for a ten minute break at midnight. Every one was thinking about past

and happier Christmases, but all kept their theughts to themselves. Upoa
reaching the mew positioms, werk was immediately started en digging in,

Mearwhile, at Rencheaux, the 2nd plateen placed skelsten forces in the
1st and 3rd plateoon positions .as these withdrew, They then settled dewn te
the leng vigil until 0300 hours, when they teo would withdraw, The enly
contact they had with the commander of the covering ferce was by messenger.
A1 the mortars of the Battalion had been withdrawn ¥i th the ﬁain bedy, and
the only supporting fire that could be counted on, was from the ineffective
artillery. ' 7

Around 2200 hours the sound of German vehicles and voices could be
heard acress the river., Judging by the hammering noises, it appeared that.
they were preparing a span of bridging. Werd of this was sent back to the
Battalien cemmand post, and an attempt was made to get an artillery
concentration. The artillery liasien efficer's radie would nﬁt. werk, seo
the Battalion Executive efficer sent him back te the rear in disgust. (29)

At 2340 heours, the Germans launched a full scale attack. One of the -
heaviest artillery barrages yet sustained by the 2nd plateoﬁ, fell en them
and the tewn of Rencheaux. A few minutes later a smoke screen started te
drift ever. TIwo tanks edged up to the river bank, anrd began returnimg the
fire of the 2nd plateon. _

By OOL5 hours, the Germans started crossing the river. The 2nd
platoon were prevented from using their maximum fire by the Germans!
artillery and tanks, but nevertheless, inflicted many casualties, The
(29} Statement of Major B.F. Delamater, 27th December, 1947
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plateon leader sent a rumner back to the battalien to orient them ef the
situatien.

Twenty minutes elapsed without werd frem Battalion. The Germans
were progressing foot by feot up the main road into Rencheaux.. The
plateen leader realized that he could not held out much longer. He
therefore, sent the assistant plateon leader back to the Battalien,
requesting permissien to withdraw. The assistant platoen leader arrived
at the command pest, where he gave a distorted repert that the plateom
was withdrawing. The Battalion executive officer, knewing the platoem
leader from previous combat, felt hewever, that he would never withdraw
witheut an erder, uuﬁé theérefere sent a runner back te him with orders te
withdraw, He sent the assisiant platoon leader to the Battalien area,
but he never reached this as he was captured, The messenger never reached
the 2nd platecn either. (30)

Mearwhile the plateon leader waited. He seon realized that there was
only one thing left to do, and that was to withdraw, = The Germans had
ceampletely split his vlateon, and were ceming up the read in ferce. His
men, whoe had been flanking the road were casualties, or had retreated.

The remainder were silent, and ne firing could be heard from the ether
company areas either. He therefore gave the order for his trecops en the
right of the road to withdraw, ¥hile he himself crossed it, cellecting all
the men he could find. He had already left the town of Rencheaux, and
Joined up witn the remainder ef his plateon, when he heard a machine gun

open fire back in his ¢ld area., Immediately he realized that this was the
gunerew Who had been buried by a shell burst early in the fight. Apparently
they had dug themselves eut and put their gun back into action. The plateom
leader went back inte the town as far as he ceuld, calling for these men at
the tep of his veice., He waited and soen the chatter of the US .30

stopped, and two soldiers appeared, carrying a gun, triped and twe boxes ef
emmunitien. (31)

The 2nd plateen of A Cempany wWas unsble te get te the Battalien assembly
(30) Statgnent of Majer B. F. Delamater, 27 December, 1947. (31) Repert
of the lst Battalien, 508th Parachute Infantry, dated 10 January, 1945
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area but continued cross ccuntry back to the new defensive positions. They
lost ten men in this action, but, in conjunction with the covering force of
the rest of the Battalion, had withdrswn in the face of what was estil_:ated
as a battalion plus of Germams, and had held them up fer twe hours.
ANALYSIS AND _CRITICISM | |

In analyzing this eperatien, twe things in pa.rticular stand eut,

The first of these is the failure of the damelitiems en the night
of the 23rd December. When the bridges were prepared, it was neot taken
inte acceunt that they might be under fire at the time they were to be
blown, This was a grave errer frem both the technical and tactical
peints of view., The solutien would have been the use of a lenger fusze,
vhich sheuld have been placed in such a positien that it could be fired
from cever. 1In fact, twe sets of fuzes should.have been laid as an
added precaution, to take care of the possibility of a misfire, such as

rdid happen. But fer the aggressive action ef the 2nd plateon, the
bridges might have been captured intact by the Germans.

The second péint was the inability of the artillery te render any
support, on the nights of the 23rd and 2h4th, It is easy to criticize
this theughtlessly, but an explanatien is in order. Prior to the
German attack on the night of the 23rd, the artillery had been unable to
register any of their fires. This was because of the presence of
friendly troops throughout their range, and because it is almost
impessible to adjust artilisry fire at night, particularly in hilly
terrain, without prier registratien.

Anether point was the failure of the artillery cemmunications en
the night of the withdrawal. This was ineXcusabks, and merely bears
out part of the old saying: "Artiliery must be a‘ble to march, sheot,
and commumicate®.

Ne mentien has been made ef the use of the company's 60 mm mertars.
They wWere net used te very geod advantage, and at no time played an
important part in this actien., There are several reasens for this, and
the same faults had been present in other companies, and in other
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in other casmpaigns. Under the then current table of erganization of a

parachute infantry regiment, the mortar squad was an integral part of
each platoon. However, since a 60 mm mortar used singly, is not very
effective, they were placed in battery during the action covered by

this monograph. Unfertunately this method was not much more successful
because of the lack of centralized control, and of the different
standards of training of each squad. Furthermere, a parachute company
did not have any transpertation, Therefors the only ¢0 mm meortar
aumunitien available was that which the men carried, Frequently there
Was ne re-supply. . Cempanies were consequently prone to use their
mortars only in cases of extreme euergency.

The withdrawal itself was excellent, and there is little to critige
abeut it, though it was a mistake to rely on messenger service only
within the covering force of the Battalien. Even if there were no
spare radies available to leave bchind, the platoon should at least
have been given some telephenes.

LESSONS

1. In an emergency, airborne units can be used efficiently and
effectively as regular Infaniry.

2. Parachute units should_be organized as closely as pessible aleng
the lines of corresponding ground units.

3. If artillery defensive fires are to be effective, they must be
previously registered.

L. Effective liaison is necessary for the proper functioning of
the Artillery - Infantry teanm.

5. Trecps properly dug in can withstand a vast amount of artillery
fire.

6. Morale is an important factor in any combat operatiom, but it
is especially so in a retrograde movement.

7. Adequate communicatiom is necessary for success in combat.
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