Staff Department
THE INFANTRY SCHUOL
Fort Benmning, Georpisa

ADVALGED INFANERY OFFIC.23 OCURSE
1949-1950

THE OPZRATIONS OF COMPANY E, S17TH PARACHUTE
INFaKTRY CCHMBAT TEAM, IN A RIVER CROSSING AND
ATTACK AT LA ROQUETTE, FRANCE, 27-28 Aug 1944
( SOUTEERN FAANCEZ CAMPAIGN)
(Personal ZIxverience of Attached Officer)

Type of Operation Described: INFAWNTRY COMPANY CRUSSING A
RIVER BY INFILTRATION AND ATTACKING A TCidN FROM THEZ R=aR

Captein yalter . Irwin, Infantry . ’
ADVAKCED INFAKTRY CFFIOGAS CLASS NO IT




TABLE CF CONTZINTS

PAGE
INDEX, ..vvviinnennn. eressasaens R |
BIBLIOGRAPEY...... Terrseatcaasasessessbannestasatrrbense O
CAIallAlICH. . iouuae ..;. ...... treseernsranes ceesbnasises 3
Introduction..ceasssen F e aserseeraenenenacn cesasennns A

The Gensral Situation........ionias carrasenseresnes B
Ceneral Situztion, lat ARTF .. ... . eeennecccecesncee D
Advance of ths S17th 5T to the VAR RiVER.. ...... ee T
Sacond “attalion Situation, 27 Aug H. . ieiiisiieaee 8
Second Pattalion Intelligence Iituation.....c.vss.. 10

‘Gecond Pattalion Attack Order (27 Aug 44)..... ceene 11

Company E, Preparation'and Ordereisesseesnccacenssss 13

HARRATION s i cveninvvevnnrsnnana teesene hasesrsaanteanere . 14
The move to the River Crossingesssssesesss eeveien 14
The 3iver 0rossing..ceecesasscsea tecaneciannn vesess 15
From the 3iver to the Ridge...... B i
The Day on the gldge...ecuas. csaesssrssssseresseses 20
Attack prevarations....... eeseverrvanvsenureten sea 22
The Attecik of LA ROQUITTZ.........vven ceens ceereee 23
ANALYSIS AIND GRITICISM ........ ceeeans O - -
LESS. 33 LIAANED. . eue..u.. e teaieaeneteriai e . 31

CHART I Compoﬂition of ABTF
CHART II Organization of Precht Battalion
MAP A  Enenmy Dispositions

MAP B Objective Blue Line

¥MAP € General Situation

MAP D Advence to the Var River

MAP E River Crossing Bite

MAP F Town Plan la Roquette, Frﬁnce

1




A-10

A-11

A-12

BIBLIQGRAPHY

Report of Cperations, (1944-45), geventh United
States Army, Volume I, {[IS Library)

~ 13th Airborme History, Book VII, 13th Airborne

Division Historieal Section, (TIS Library)

Historical Reports, lst Airborne Task Force,
15 July - 31 Qetober 1944, Hq. 1lst ABIF.
(IS Library)

Renort of Airborne (perations in Cperation Dragoon,
Hq. Army Ground Forcess, Army War College, (Tis Library)

Report of Airborne Operation in Dragoon, AGF Report
No. 517, Hg. Buropean Theater of QOperations,
United States Army, War Department QObserver Roard.

Leesons lsarned in Operation Dragoon, 15 August - 1
November 1944, HUg. Army Ground Forces, Army War
College, (TIS Library)

BT Parachute Infantry Jombat Team Combat Story,
{Rooklet by Regimental Historical Section),
Pereonal possession of author

Report of Operations, Aupust 1944 Southern France,
U.S. Army 35th Division, Operations Branch A.G.U.
war Departmsnt, (TIS Library)

Report of Cperations, Southern France Campeign,
J+S. 3rd Diviebn, Zuropean Jampaipn 15 - 30 August 1944
Operations Branch A.3.0. War Department, (TIS Library)

Operations Revort, Southern Prence Campaign,
First Airborne Task Force, 15 July - Sept 1944,
Operatione Zranch A.G.J. War Department, (TIS Library)

Rattle Btudy, First Airborne Tesk Force, Invasion
of Southern France, Cantain Lernard C. Baker, Sea Coast
Aranch of the Artillery School, Ft. Winfield Scotlt,

- Cnlifornia. (Vault file Major ~eneral R.1. Fredricks)

Crusade in Burope. (eneral Dwight D. ZTisenhower.
(TIS Library)




OPZ3ATIONS OF CC 2, B17TH PARACHUTHE IHFANTRY
COMBAT TEAM, (1st ABTF), IN A RIVZR CROSSING
AND ATTACK AT LA ROQUETTEZ, FRANCE, 27 - 28

‘ AUGUST 1944,

_ (8CUTHERY FRAKCE CAMPAIGN)
{Personal Experience of an Attached Officer)

CRIENTATICN

INT RODUCTICN

This monograph covers the operation of Co E, 51T7th Parachutg
. Infantry Regimental Combat Team, (Firet Airborne Task Porce),
(Chert ¥o. 1), 27 - 28 August 1944, in the crossing of the VAR
River and the attack on the town of LA RUQUETTE, in the initial
ohase of th= invasion of Scuthern Francas. |

To properly orient the readser ss to the purpose and miassion
of this unit it is nscessary to discuss the train of svente
preceding this oparation;

The Allies had successfully invaded Ritler's "Fortress Europa"
on 5 Jﬁne 1944 and by the middle portion of the month of Ausust
were pushing & meiled arm through a disorganized.engmy withdrawing
to their much vaunted SiegFried defensee. (1)

It had been so plannéd by the Allled staff that to further
aid the moment of victory and prevent the reinforcement of the
SIZGFRAIZID LINE from troops in Italy and Southern France that the
Alli=g would launch an invasion on the Southern CQoast of France,
(2), this to bs known as "ANVIL" for planning purposes and "DRAGOON"
for sxecution. (3) DAAGOCH wae to bs a joint eirborne/amphibious
operation and would depart from Allied hsld Itelian territory to

land on the Southern coast of France, east of TOULON., (4)

(1g A-12, p. 291
(2) A-1, p. 23
(3) A-l, p. 56
(4) A-1, p. 50




This invasion force was to be initially under the command
of the United 3States Seventh Army, (Lt. General Alexander M.
Petch, Jr.) (5). Americanrfggé‘;lamcnts consisted of the U.S.
Third, {3rd), Thirty-sixth (35th), Forty-fifth (45th), First
Airborne Task Force tlst ABIF), and attached service and support
units. (6) Purther Allied forces smbraced in thie command wers
two (2) French Corps which consisted of five (5) infantry
divisions and two (2) armored divisions, and in its entirety to
be known &s French Army "B". (7) These troops were commanded
by General de Lattre de Tassigny (&), and would have the honor of
being the “irst French troops to fight on native soil since the
defeat of France in 1940.

. In general the mission of the major elements were: U.S. VI
Corpe, (Lt General Lucian K. Truscott coﬁmanding US Forces), (9)
would land D Day, 15lAugust 1944, secure & beachhead east of TOULON,
exploit north along the REONE River to LYON and VICHY; French
forces would land D # 1, pass through the US VI Corps and ssize the
harbors of TOULON end MARSEILLES, which wars to be refittéd for use
to supply this southern army. (10)

THZ GESZRAL SITUATION

s

Znemy troops in area consisted of the German Nineteenth Army

smbracing two.(2) Corps ofréigﬁt (8) Infantry Divisions and one (1)
Panzer Division in rosition from the Spanish Border east to the.
Italian Border. (Bee Map A) .

Combat efficiency could be considered fair, strengﬁh toughly
75% of normal, and fire power scmawhat limited to smallér type

wegpons. #ith the exception of the 11th Panzer Division, the units

(5} 4&-1, p. &
(6) A-1, ». 57
(7) A-1, ». 151
(8) A-1, ». 16
(9) A-1, ». 487
(10) A-1, ». 57




)
in this commend were of a reserve nature, or unifs sent to the
area for r=fitting and replacement. Replacements that had been
received had been largely Russians, Czechs, and persons of
Bélkan descent and presumed to be serving under duress. (11)

The U.S. VI Corps would assault with three divisions
similtaneously in the selscted heeachhead area and adﬁahce rapidly
inland to contact friendly'airborne forces previously dropped.
Airfields in the vicinity of Le MUY would be prepared immediaﬂely
for use of THCtical Air Command. All units would hold on reaching
Chjective No 1, "Blue Line", and would continue the expansion on
oyder. (12) (8se Meo B)

Amphibioga forces were guccessful in landing in vicinity of
8T. RAPHAEL - ST.‘TROPEZ - FREJUS area on D Day, 15 Aug 44, Airborne
forces (lst ABIF) lended vie parachuts on D Dy, H Hour minus (0430

»

hour) on Di's in vicinity of Le MU¥ - L£5.ARCS - La FHCITE and

successfully blocked any mWovement of enemy-resefves from the west
and north thet might have driven our amphibious forceS'b;ck into the
sea. A reinforcing para;glider unit drop arrived in the securedDZ
1800 hours, D-Day. (13) VI Corps assaulﬁ unit successfully over-
came the gtout German defenses in the coastal area and by D # 2 hed
secured their objective of I'E.‘Lue Line". (See Map B) (14)

VI dorpa ordered the 3rd, 36th, and 45th Divisions to send
certain of their forces to Le MUY on 17 Aug to be formed into an
Armored Group to be known as "TASK FORCE BUTLER", énd to be prepared
to execute the second phase of Operation DRAGOON with the remainder

of the Divisions. The time had arrived to exploit the initiel

{11) A-1, p. 34
{12} 41, p. 118
(13) &-5, p. 11-12
(14) A-1, p. 145




advantege held by the Seventh Army (15).
On 18 Aug the exploitation had begun. The US 3rd Division
was to selze and hold positions in the south portion of the beach-

head until passed through by the II French Corps, thence to advance

along Highway ? to the RUCONE RIVER DELTA; +the US 45th Division

would sdvance NW, skirting the MAURES MOUNTAINS to the North; US

35th Division would advance eastward towards CANNZS, and as soon
asrthe beachhead was secured, be prepafed to thrust northward along
VMARSZILLZS; Task Force Sutler was to drive to the DURZINCE RIVER near
MA?E?QUE or 3T PAUL, seize a bridgehead and be prepared to drive either
north to GRENOBLE or MONTZLIMAR, (16) (17) (See Man C) .

GENZRAL SITUATICN, Let ABIF

This fast moving action on the part of the 3rd, 36th, and 45@h
Divieions caused the sast (right}'flank of the VI Corps to be exposed
te any forces that.-might be gent from the German Forées in Ttaly, and
held the possibility of & thrust by the enemy to separate the fast
moving US Forces from their supply bases in the beachhesad area. TQ'
close thie gap and protect the east flank, VI Corps ordesred the lst
ABIF to0 advance to a line FAYZNCE - LA NAPOULZ and prevent any enemy
movement to the west.  (18) (19) This line was eventually extsnded
to the Franco-Italisn Rorder from the MEDITERRANZAN SEA to the LaRCH&
Pﬁﬁ?, some £ifty (50) miles to the north. (20) (See Mep D)

inemy troops now facing the advanéing 1st ABIF were identified
as 1486th pivieion (Inf): QbOth nrenadiar Regiment of the 90th Panzer

Division (dismounted): B80th Regiment of the 34th Division (Inf): en

(15) A-1, p. 147

(16) A-1, p. 173

(1?> A"l, P 151

(18) A-%, p. 5, Operations
(19) &-1, p. 188, 230

(20)

A-1, p. 238 .




uﬁknown number of a sgpecial 353 Fofco; and supporting Corps Artillery.
(21) These units fought & bitter delaying action, ylelding only
when ocuiflanked of killed, however indications pointed to a lowering
of morale by personnel of the 148th Infentry Divieion by reporté of
limited supplies, and high desertion rate. |

It became inﬁreasingly apparent that the German High Command
would not attempt any large scale operation from tha'TJRINI~fﬁ§§ (NICE-
GENCA Highway) when all elements of ﬁhe delaying force initiated &
wholesale and complete demolition program of all roads, bridges,
culverts, and railroad tunnels. (22)

Thie sction did little to change the mission of the lst ABTF

except ﬁow importance would be nlaced on preventing raides of emall

force on the Seventh Army.

ADVARCE CF THZ 517th RCT TO TH: VAR RIVER
lst ABIF having secured the line FAYSNCE - LA NAPCULE by 20

Aug, now ordersd the S517th RCT to act as the left flank unit of the

Task Force on the eastward edvance to the Italian bordgr- (23)

First objective given the RCT was the town of ST VALLIZER which

-féll to an attack on the 21 August. An ad@itional mission was given

to the 517th ACT at this time; the rcspgnsibility of patrolling the
roads on the left of ths Task Force sector and meintaining contact
with VI Corps at DE;NE, 2 coneiderable distance for foot troops. To
gccomplish this task the reconnaissancé platoon of the 545th Tank
Destroyer Sattalion wes attached to the unit. (24)

The combat team moved slowly across the rugged mountain terrain

——— -

with objectives of ST. CZZAIRE - LE BAR - north along the LOUPZ RIVER

(21) A-%, Summary of Enemy Operations No. 18
(22) A-1, p. 239

(23) A-1, p. 230

(2%) A-3, p. 7, Operations.




to COURSEGUULZS to LA BAOC which overlooked the VAR AIVER. (25)
(See Map D)

Enemy resistance had been only & tokén force or demolition
crews who demolishad all bridges, cratered roads, and generally
disrupted the advance along any roadway, however interrogetion of
PW's by 8-2 indicated thet the VAR RIVER could be expected to be
‘defended in force. |

It will be n&ted that all Infentry unite assigned to the AZIF
were lightly equipped, without adequate transnortation, and not
dseigned to enter sustained combat. Coupled with this the enpm& had
blown all bfidgcs on his withdrawal and had effectively ceused the
unite to fight across the extremely mountainous terrain. Surplies,
of necegsity, werse 1imited: and ammunition and rations were at a premium.
To assiet the foot units of the 517th RCT each battalicn hed been issued
gome fifteen (15).mules which ware used to transvort ammuinition, heavy
weapons, and a limited amount oflother necessities. Rations ﬁad to
be carried on the person and resupplied when vehicles could.be rerouted
to the column or the Engineers could fix e sultable croseing. {Chert II)
(28}

These conditions, counled with the fact the units were facing a
numsrically equal foréc in an ideal defensive couhtry, made the progress
of the units extremely costly and painful.

SI00ND TATTALICK STICATION, 27 Aurust 1944, (See Map 2} (27)

The 2nd Battalion 517th BCT moved elong the highwey BEZAUDUN les
ALPsS - LA BHOO and anoroachsd the VAR RIVER opposite the town of LA
ACQUETTE, which was situeted on the eastern Bank and commanded the only
available bridre scroas the VAR in this zone. This bridge was es yst

undemaged .

(25) A-3, v. 8 Operations
{(258) A-&, p- 13
(27) Personal Knowladge




The Bn CP was established in ths town of LA BRUOC by the Bn
C.C., Lt. Colonel R.J. Beitz, by mid morning 2?,August.

Battalion had received orders that the bridge in this area
would be secured intact if et all voseible, for a suvply route to °
‘be vasd by the supporting unites on the advance to the =ast.

A combat patrol consisting of a r#inforced platoon hed been sent
to this »ridee location early on the morning of the 27th, end had
surcrised thes enemy security force charged with the holding or
demolition of the Htructure.-l As the battélion moved into the
vicinity of LA BROC, the patrol was finding a most determined ensmy
mekine successive attempis to demolish the structure, which hgd been
previously mined for democlition. Enemy forces would lay down a
tremendous concentration of machins-gun and morter fire, and under
the protection of this would send patrols to attempt the destruction,
but each time these were driven back by a just as determined patrol
from the bsttalion.

It wee falt by the Bn CO that if a force could effect a crossing
on this bridrs and neutralize the demolitions, that they could
sstablish & bridgehsad sufficient to allow the remainder of the
Zegiment te advance.

Company ."ﬂ'_-',,f,‘?hiﬁf"rced with a section of LMG from the Battalion
Headguarters Company, wae given this‘mission. Attempts were made to
force a crogsing near the bridzesite but it was found that due to the
nearly pérfect defensive terrain on the éast.bank of the river snd the
excellent observation,.that to croes wgs not worth the cost in
cegualties.

Inemy ;achina gun and mortar fire effectively discouraged all
attempts to sgnd aven small patrols across during daylight houfs.

This situation however, worked squally as well for both forces. The




mortar, machine gun, and surnorting artillery firs of Jo. "F"
denied the snemy any guccess in his numerous attempts to destroy
the structure.

Reconnaissance patrols were dispatched to find possible crossing
sites but in each case of a likely crossing site the area was well
coverad by well directed automatic small arms and mortar fire.

Attempte by the attachad eﬁgineer platoon of the 595 Airborne
Engineers to clear a path through the extensive mine field proved
‘unsuccessful due to enemy fire and the very nature of ths emplaced
mines. Six foot wooden poles had been set in the river bed
aporoximately twenty five (25) feet epart. From the tops of these
wire had been strung to connscf each pole, and suspsnded from between
each of these poles, hanging nose @own, approximately eight (8) inches
from the ground wes an activated 170mm high explosive projectile with
quick fuze. To stumble into the wire or molest it sc that the .
projectile would touch the ground wbuld cauge the projectile to explode.
To meke matters more difficult enti-persormel mines had beén sprinkled
throughout the area,

It was apparent that a f&rce mist be sent across the river at
some other location to seize the town of LA ROQUEITEZ and the hill mess
to p=rmit the Sattalion to advan;e and to seize the bridge intact.

S5CCLD BATTALICN INVALLIGINCE SITJYATIOK (28)

Weather at this season of the year was extremely warm during
daylight hours but was disagreeably chilly during dérkneas. It had
not rained in the area for some weska making the scattered scrub growth
dry and highly inflamable.

Terf&in in this ares consisted of a series of jegged, rock

studded, scrub-covered mountein ridges rising to 8 heighth of some

(28) Personal knowledge
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fifteen hundred (1500) ﬁetcrs at the erests, with the VAR RIVER
7cutting & course rumning generally nqrth—south through the terrain
mass. The mounta ins extended to the bhanks of the VAR and dropped
ebruptly down to the riverh edge. ‘

This being the dry season of the ysar, the river was approximately
ons hundred fifty (150) to two hundred (200) yards in width with &
reported average depth of three (3) to five () feet. The bridge
across the VAR RIVER in this aree was of concrete construction, two
(2) lanes in widﬁh, pler supported, and approximately three_hﬁndred
(300) yards in length. Mountain ridge due east ofrthe bridge site
rises to & heighth of six hundfed (500) meters and commende the
aporoaches on sither bank.

| Highway No 202 parallels the east bank of the river southward to
NICE.

Snemy in area was estimated to be a reinforced bhattalion of _
Infantry, with-positione on ridge line situatéd.east of, and parelleling
the VAR RIViSR. Approximately one (1) company esfimated to be in and
in vicinity of LA ROQUETTE. Znemy was well dug in and had prepared
positions in the ares to commend all epproaches to the bridge and had
organized all key terrain features mlong the east bank of the river;
Extensive anti-persommel mine-fields were located in the river bed in
the area of the bridge and extended approximetely one (1) mile north
end asouth. Wwire barriers had been erected on all likely avenuee of
approach to the east bank defenses. Travelling patrols moved along
Highway 202 during hours of darkness. Support was in form of an
unknown nuﬁber of mortars (80mm and 120mm) and a few pisces of emall

calibre mountain artillery. No tanks were reported in the area.

SZOOKD BAPTALICN ATUTACK CSDER, (27 Aup 44)  (29)
By 1200 hours 27-Aug the Battelion situation wae stagnant. Co.

"F" wvas undergoing no intense hardship as forward movement had ceased,

(29) Personal knowledge
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