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PREFACE
8 February 1966

The reader will find the study of this paper to be more repid
and meaningful 1f he will unfold the maps contained in Annexes A, B,
end C, when following the dlscussion. The maps have been placed in
the monograph so that they may be spread out to the side, for the
convenience of the reader.

The point of view expremsged in this paper is that of the anthor--
not necessarily that of the Infantry School or the Department of
the Army.




INTROIUCTION

This paper will deal with parachute unilte and bridges. The
importance of alrborne operaticns was made known to the world
on a grand scele in Turepe j.nk 1944. In almost every paratroop
actlon of the war, bridges were critical objectives; their capture
resulting in furthering the advance of our own forces, blocking
an enemy wlithdrawil, or presventing an enemy reserve from influencing
the action. We were not alone to realize the eriticallity of dridges,
however. The enemy could be counted upon to protect the crossings
along a major route in strength, and to prepare them for demolition
if our capabilities included_their uge, Intact bridges, therefors,
if to be captured at all, had to be captured quickly.

In the face of these problems, however, certain factora favor
the attacker in a parachute assault of a bridgehead. The nataral
repult of an alrborne operation ig surprise, confusion, and shock
in the renks of the enemy, It is the amthor's contention that this
strategle surprise mist be further explolited by the tactical sur-
prise of a double envelopment of the bridgehead. Coupled with speed
and aggreesive action, thias tactical maneuver can be used, and as I
will sehow, has been used, with great swccess, to capture a bridge-
head intact,

In order to spring this tactical surprise on the enemy, it
will be apparent to the reader that a commander must select drop
zZones ob both sides of the bridgehesd. The selection of drop zones
has alweys been one of the most important decisione that an airborne
compander mist make. The most critical period for a parachute unit
is the firet few hours immediately following the drop. The succees

of this first few hours will be determined greatly by the staff



work and command decisions in the plamming phase, and the selection

of drop Zones will always have a high prierity in the planning
sequence. The words of (General Gavin inform us, " The selestion of -+
drop snd landing zoneg hag e greater influence on the final outq_ome

of an alrborne operation than any other planning step.Their proper
selectlon is sbsolutely vital to the final outcome." {2:81) |

There are many factors which mmst be consldered in the selection
of drop zonss, end many events which cannot be foreseen. Quite often,
these factors and events assume paramount lmportance in the success
or failure of an airborne operation. Every major parachute action
of World War II and of Korea was counsidered by the suthor in se-
lecting materisl for this paper. Consideration wae given to only
those operations in which the dscision to drop on one or both gides
of a bdridgehead was the determining factor of success or failure.
Many paraschute actions that falled in the accomplishment of initial
missions, in the opinion of the author, were doomed %o failure
from the beginning becanse of a decision not to use a doudble drop
and envelopment to capture the objective., However, in all of these
actions, there were so many contributing factore, that it would be
neither logical nor fair to point out one reason, and to ssy that
this was the caunse of failure. Nor has consideration been glven to
cperatione in which a higher headquarters restricted the selection
of drep sones, or in which certain conditions prohiblted the me-
lection of multiple drop zonee.

I will consider two '‘classic'! examples of the combined vertical
and double envelopment to cspture a bridgehead--the German assanlt
of the Qorinth bridge, and the capture of the Grave bridge by the
504th PIR. In each of these examples, the success of the operation
vas assured by seleoting drop zonee so that the airborne soldiers
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were able to exploit the initial gurprige with the tactical surprise
of a double envelopment. The limitation of desling with battalion
or smaller gize units has also narrowed the research somewhat, in-
asmich ag the basic unit considered in airborne operations 1s the
regiment. Under the stated limitations, the two examples selected,
in the opinion of the author, vividly demonstrate the fundamental

prineciple of capturing bridges by parachute assanlt: vertleal

envelopment.-double envelopment.



DISCUSSION

The Germans not only introduced the world to the employment of
parachute troops in cenjunction with regular ground irocops, but
demongtrated a complets grasp of the subject from the beglnning.
Their operations were bold in concept, but fundamentally sound
in their tactics. Thelr ability to use this weapon was never more
completely demonsirated than in the so called 'minor! operation
in Greece.

In April, 1941, the German advance into the Balkans had
backed the Britigh well down in the Greel peninsnla. It now became
a matter of survival for the British to withﬂ.raw rapidly to the
Pelopennse.(4:40) (Annex A) If the Germans were to bs successful
in cutting off the retreat acroses the Isthms of Corinth, the
capture of the bridge at Corinth was imperative.(5:19) (8:10)

The German motorized lLeibatandaste Adolf Hitler Division was
to spsarhead the a.dvance down the peninsala. Paratroops were to
agsault the bridge, with the aid of tactical aircraft strafing the
the troops ir the lmmediate wicinity, To achleve tactical surprise,
the paratroops were to be dropped on both sides of the bridge.

Once landed, the airborne soldiers were to move in quickly from both
eldes Yo keep the British from executing thelr demolitions,(4:41)

Early in the day, testical aireraft strafed security troops
in the viginity of the objective., These sircraft were followadl
immediately by troop carriers which dropped several hundred para
troops on either side of the bdridge from an altitude of about 200
feat.(4:41) They moved in immediately , backed by more fighter
aircraft strafing the British., Even though complete tactical
surprise was obtained, a British officer managed to zet off ons
of the charges which partially destroyed the bridge,{4:41)



(5:18) (6:10) The security forces were eliminsted, and the bridge
wag put back into werking order the same day.(4t4l) The operation
can be rated a muccess, for it prevented the total destructlon

of the bridge, and subassquent delay of the advancing division.
(4:41) Had the operation been executed three daya eerlier, it
would have cut off most of the retreating British troope, but even
then, it prevented the delay of the German pursuit.(5:15)

In this operation, the surprise was double--the fact that
paratroops were used at all, and the added surprise of a double
envelopment. Although there was no heavy resistance on the objective,
and though an aggressive British officer did partially destroy the
bridge, the operation was a complete success. Here, the Germans
exploited the natural confupion and shock of an airborne attack
by preseing in from both sides of the objective before defending
$roops could recrient themgelves and esta.‘bl-ish 2 coordinated do-
fense. In view of the aggressive leadership displayed by the British,
it is & eafe assumption that had the defenders been forced to fight
in only one direction, they wounld have had more time to put into
effect their defenses, and ag a resuli, more time to properly
exsente the charges to completely destroy the bridge. This was the
'elapeic' airborre operation on the part of the Germans dnring the
war.

Unfor tunately, the lessons handed over by the Germans, in the
finer pointe of the handling of airborme troops, were lost upon the
Allies during the invasion of Burope. The invasion from the dark
skies of early morning of 6 June 1944 was for most part directed
sgaingt targets guch as censeways and critical bridges. On a
battalion level, none of the targete were attaclted from both sides

by selecting drop 2Zomes on both sldes of the bridges. However,

there were so many contribuiing reasons for the failure of some of
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the units to reach thelr inttial objectives on schednle, or to

hold these objectives once a foothold had been gained, that it is
impossible to pick out one over-riding reason for failures. Actually,
the most plcked on reason for fallure in the Normandy operation

wag the poor drop. This wae cauged by the pathfinders not being able
%0 get thelr equipment up in time in the face of enemy resistance
on the drop zones, a bad fog, and pllots not following orders to
hold their courase in the flak, thereby caunsing the drops to be
scattered. As a result, coordinated fighting eccording to the orig-
inal plan did not emerge until late in the day., Therefore, no matter
how skillful the plans, the unforeseen events of enemy, weather,

and pilot error assumed paramount importance in influencing the
action,

Three months later, these object lessons from the German acticns
and from the Normendy operation had net yst been completely im-
pressed upon the Allies. We undertook a bold operation, known as
"Marke t-Garden”, and with one outstanding exception, whieh is
the asscond of the 'elassic! examples, we completely overlooked
the value of the combined wed#tioal and double envelopment of brldges
on a battalion level.

In the fall of 1944, the Allies were in a serious predicament,
gupply wise. Never before in the history of warfare, had any army
conpumed so wmuch food, emmnition, and gasoline. The Port of
Cherbourg, the beach termimals, snd the highways leading to the
front were loaded to the peak. Te Frensh reilroads had not yet
been repaired to & usable condltion, after the retreating Germang
had torn them up. The Port of Antwerp was not yet in use, nor would
i1t be until we had cleared the Schelde Estuary, The outlook of the

war at this $ime was for prolonged fighting into the heart of

Germany through the Slegfried line. With the expense that would
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incurred by the Allies in materizl and manpower, the Germans might
very well bring about a negotiated peace, contrary to our announced
war aima,(2:71)

A plan, "Market-Garden", designed to accomplish several ob-
Jectives at one sweep, was ordered into operation. An end run -
around the Siegfried Line, acroes the Rhine, and into the heé.rt—
land of Germany while avoiding the bdulk of German troops was tq; be
the mission of the Britigh Second Army, (2:72) (Annex B) Tis army
was now abreaat the Meuse Egcant Canal. All supplies, espacially
gasoline, were diverted to this operation. The Army pulled back
several miles, as if straightening out lines for the winter, while
the US Armies to the south made demonatrating attacks =2ll along the
front.(13l)

The axis of advance for the Britisgh Second Army was to be the
route following Bindhoven, Nijmegen, and Arnheim, snd acrogs the
Bhine into Germany.{2:72) To make this crossing of the many rivers
and canals possible, without the necessity of stopping to flght fer
each ong, the newly formed Allied Airborne Army was glven the task
of laying s carpet along the route of ad¥ance, and sescuring the
bridges from Eindhoven to Arheim, ineclusive. Units avallable for
this operation were the U.8. 824 and 10lst Airborme Diviasions,
the British lst Afrborns Divigion, the lst Polish Alrbhorne Brigade,
and XVIII Airborne Corps Special Troope.(2:73) (Annex B)

The migsion of the 824 Airborne Divigion was to selize the
bridge over the Mmpas River at Grave; seize the main bridge ever the
Weel River at Nijmegen; seize, orgatize, and defend the high ground
in the vicinlty of Greﬁ'beak;land. peize the bridges over the Maas.
Wesl Canal, The d.oﬁinating terrain at Grosbeek was ordered to be

congolidated before any effort was made to selsze the bridges, with
the exception of the one at Grave. (2:98)
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The 504th PIR was given the mission of smelzing the Grave
EBridge, and attacking the Maas-Waal Canal Bridgze from the west,
The 24 Battalion drew the task of seizing the Grave Brldge. About
thirty-stx hours before the jump, the battalion commander receifed
permiasion to drop one comparny on the south side of the bridge.(2:98)

The regiment Jumped at 171300 September, and all troeps landed
on the correct drop zone. As the drop was made in daylight, pllots
had no diffieulty in locating thelr panels, and only an occasional
alreraft was ssen to be taking evasive action, Losses from flsk
were fairly light.(2:99) (7:1) "Objectives for the 504th Parachute
Infantry wers separated by four miles, so that the battalion
dropped on saeparate gZores to be nsarsr assigned objectives, Half
an hour after dropping on DZ®*0OF west of Overasselt, enough men of
the 24 Battalion had collected to set out for 1ts objective, the
640-foot bridge over the Maas at Grave. Gompa.ﬁy ® of that battalion
dropped on the sther side of the bridge west of Grave and worked
through the ditches and canals toward the ':;ridge from that directlon.
Snipers and fire from emplaced 20mm antiaircraft guns harassed the
attackers, but a party of eight men went for the bridge. They got
into a flak tower at the north emd of the bridges—the gun shield
had been cut by strafing aireraft, but the gun was still operative~
and turned the weapon againgt the one remsining German gunner who
was covering the bridge from the flat. At 1830 Company E fired
green flares to slgnal that it controlled the south end of the bridge,
and a half hour later men were crossing dback and forth. The battalion
captured Grave and established a bridgehead to the south,"(3:VII-57)
{2:99)(Annex C)(Annex D) The bridge was actually sscnred at 1700
hours, acecording to the mesaags sent to the Commending Officer of
the regiment.{7:1)Mines were immediately laid to protect the
approaches. Contact was made with the advance elemente of the
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British Second Army at 0835 hours, 19 September. At no time during
thie period d4ld the Germens regaln conirol of the bridze.(7:1)

This operation is & most comvincing example of how properly ——
selected drop zones can influence an action. Here, as wilth the
Germans at Corinth, atrategle surprise was axploiteri with the
tactical surprise of a donble envelopment to gain a decislve
vietory. Oolonsl Reuben Tucker, the commanding officer of the
504th PIR strongly felt that the bridge could be taken intaet
in this manner, (2:97) Subsequent events demonstrated that he had
made ons of the soundest taotical estimates of the airborne part
of the wer. The success gained by one battalion-was all the more
impressive becanse of the numbers of enemy lnvolved. According to
the synopsais of the reginmentsdsl unit journal for that period, there
were "several company size units in the immediate viecinity of the
bridge,"with well-coordinated defenses. The enemy was denled the
full use of his defenges because of the tactical surprise gained
from hitting the bridge from both sides.(’?:ll) For = battalion to
cat down resistance of this magnitude and secure iits objective
within four hours after arrlval is meccess of an ouistanding nature,
These numbers, wifth well planned defenses, if forced to fight in
but ons direction, would have heen most offective. Here agaln,
strategic surprise was exploited with tactical surprise. The setting
wes a natural for the airborne double envelopment play, with a day-
lizght drop and easily identifiable objectives, Bridgss that are
eritical are nsually prepared for demolition in advance. Time
becemes of the essence, After achieving strategic surprise by use
of paratroops, it would be senseless to hand over the inlsiative
to the enemy, by permitting them time te put into effect their

planned defenses, to include the destruction of a vital bridge.
1n



CONOLUSIONS

The actions desceribed in the preceeding section fu]_ly demon-
girate the requirement of dropping paratroops on 'both: sides of an
objective bridgehead. At Corinth, even the most sggrossive action
on the part of the defenders was mlifisd by the tactical surprise
gained by the Germans in their double assault upon the bridge.

At Grave, a force nearly equal in size, snd well intrenched, were
completely overcome when two fast moving and hard hitti.ng forces
assanl ted them from both sides. In both of these emmp‘lea, Hime
was the important factor. The absclute necessity of holding on to
the initietive, which is a fleeting opportunity at best, compels
acknowledgment of the following conclusiens a2s fundeamentals in the
alrborne assanlt of a bridgehead:

1, The natural resuli of an airborne attack 1s sulrprise in the
stratezie sense.

2. This strategic surprise mst be explolited by tactical
gurprise on the ground in 'ord.er to keep the initiative, and to
meke best uge of limited time avallable to the attacker.

3. The attack of a bridgehead by a double envelopment achleves
thle tectical surprise on the ground.

4, Since the type and direction of ground mansuvers is inti-
metely linked with gelection of drop Zonesg, 1t 1B thersfore, a
requirement that these drop zones be amelected on both sides of &
bridgehesad, |
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