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THE OPERATIONS OP THE ££lST PARACHUTE INFANTRY BATTALION
(ATTACHED TO THE 8 2ND AIRBORHE DIVISION AND THE 017TH
PARACHUTE INFANTRY REGIMENT), IN THE ATTACK, IN THE VICIN-
ITY OF "TROIS FONTS," BELGIUM, 2-7 JANUARY 19lj5»

(ARDENNES CAMPAIGN)
(Personal Experience of Headquarters Company Commander)

ORIENTATION

INTRODUCTION

This monograph covers the operations of the ££lst Para-

chute Infantry Battalion, attached to the £l7th Parachute

Infantry Regiment, and the 82nd Airborne Division, over the

period 2-7 January 19lj-5, during the ARDENNES CAMPAIGN.

In order to orient the reader it will be necessary to

discuss the major events which led up to this operation.

On 16 December l^l^-t the Germans attacked through the

lightly held EIPEL-ARDENNES sector with Army Group "B," under

the command of Field Marshal Walter Model. Army Group "B"

was composed of the Fifth and Sixth Panzer Armies and the

newly reorganized Seventh Army. This blow was aimed at the

LIEGE-NAMUR-A NTWERP area and It was delivered with such ter-

rific force and surprise that the four American Divisions in

that sector were quickly overrun or driven back. The German

Armies then proceded North and West almost unchecked. (1)

(See Map A)

Units from the Second British Army, Nineth US Army, First

US Army, Third US Army, and the First Allied Airborne Army

were quickly rushed to the threatened area and by 27 December

19l|4» the German offensive had been stopped and the Allied

position was stabilized. (2) (See Map B )

rn A-i, p. 55
(2) A-5, p. 12k
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Hie "blow had split the Twelfth Army Group into two parts,

making control by General Omar H. Bradley all but impossible.

Recognizing this situation, General Dwight D» Eisenhower fixed

a boundry running East and West through the breach from jj-IVET

to PRUM, (3) All forces north of this boundry were placed

under the command of Field Marshal Sir Bernard L. Montgomery

while General Bradley retained command of that part of the

Twelfth Army Group south of this boundry. Field Marshal

Montgomery's forces included the.First Canadian Array, the

Second British Array, the Hineth US Army, and the First US Army

reinforced with portions of the First Allied Airborne Army

(XVIII Airborne Corps). (Ij.) (See Map B)

THE GENERAL SITUATION

On 20 December 19l|l(.j Field Marshal Montgomery received

instructions from General Eisenhower to attack to the south

with his forces and- link up with the Third US Army in the

vicinity of HOUFFALIZE, BELGIUM. (5) The Third US Army was

to begin its attack toward the north on 22 December TSjhk* The

Third US Array relieved the embattled 101st Airborne Division

at BAST0G1TE on 26 December 19i|4. (6)

Accordingly the First US Army was given the mission of

attacking south toward' HOUFFALIZE, B ELGIUM and making contact

with the Third US Army in that vicinity. (7)

The attack was ordered for 030830 January V^$f and the

general plan of the Army was as follows: the XVIII Airborne

Corps, consisting of the 30th Infantry Division, the ?5th

O) A-1, p. 558u
(k) A-1, p. 559?
(5) A-6, p. 282
(6) A-1, p. 559V
(7) A-5, P. 123



Infantry Division, the lo6th Infantry Division (-), and the

82nd Airborne Division, would attack south and southeast from

its present position secure the SALM RIVER line and the town

of VIELSALM, BELGIUM; the VII Corps was to attack south through

the gap opened by the XVIII Airborne Corps and effect the link

up, in the vicinity of HOUFFALIZE, BELGIUM, with the Third US

Array, (8)

The XVIII Airborne Corps assigned the mission of seizing

and securing the SALM RIVER line and the town of VIELSALM to

the 82nd Airborne Division, The Division in turn planned to

attack south and southeast at 030830 January 19^5* with three

regiments abreast: the 517th Parachute Infantry Regiment, the

505th Parachute Infantry Regiment, and the 32£th Gilder Infan-

try Regiment in that order from left to right. The 5>Olj.th

Parachute Infantry and the 508th Parachute Infantry were to

be initially in division reserve. The line of contact was to

be the line of departure. Contact was to be from left to

right. (9) (See Map C)

DISPOSITIONS AM) PLAITS OF THE 517TH PARACHUTE IMFANTRY REGIMENT

The 517*31 Parachute Infantry Regiment, as of 1 January

19^5, had its 2d and 3d Battalions in an assembly area north

of TROIS POUTS, BELGIUM. The 1st B attalion was enroute from

an action while attached to the Third Armored Division and

probably would not be available on the morning of 3 January

19^5* However the 1st Battalion was to be available to the

regimental commander at approximately 1200 hours, 3 January

(3) A-5, P. \
(9) A-2, p. 2 January Section
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The Commanding General of the 82nd Airborne Division

ordered the Regimental Commander of the 517th Parachute Infan-

try Regiment to relieve the 5olj-th parachute Infantry Regiment

during the night of 1-2 January 19l|5, and to attack south and

southeast at 030830 January 1945* from its positions and secure

the SALM RIVER line from TR01S POUTS, BELGIUM to GRAHD HALIEBX,

BELGIUM, (11) (See Map C)

The 3d Battalion 517th Parachute Infantry was ordered to

effect the relief of the 5oij.th Parachute Infantry on the night

of 1-2 January 19l|.j?» On 2 January l^k$, the 55lst Parachute

Infantry Battalion was attached to the 517th Parachute Infan-

try for the attack comencing 030830 January 19^5* (12)

The regimental commander decided to attack with two

battalions .abreast: the 2d Battalion and the 551st with the

55lst on the right and the 3d Battalion in reserve, to assem-

ble in rear of the 2d Battalion after passage of the lines at

030830 January 19^5, (13)

THE B ATTALIOH SITUATION
(See Map "CT

The 55lst Paraehute Infantry Battalion had been in an

assembly area to the rear of the 5oij.th Parachute Infantry

Regiment since making a night attack 27-28 December 19ljif.* I*

was only slightly understrength in men and was up to T/o and

E In equipment* The morale was excellent and the eombat effi-

ciency of the unit was excellent, (ll{.)

B efore proceeding further it would be wise to review the

(10) Statement ofCapt. W. G, Irwin, S-3, 2dBn 517th
(11) Statement of Col, W. G# Joerg, CO 551st
(12) A-2, p. 1 January Section
(13) Statement of Lt* Col, W, G, Joerg
(llj.) .Personal knowledge
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organization of this separate parachute battalion. The battal-

ion had been reorganized din*ing May and June of 19ii4* while in

ITALY. This reorganization, under the authorization of NATUSA,

had increased the strength of the battalion slightly by; (1)

relieving headquarters company of its organic battalion admin-

istrative personnel and converting it into a heavy weapons

company with one platoon of light machine guns, (two sections

of four guns each), one 8lmm mortar platoon (four guns), and

an anti-tank and demolition platoon (one anti-tank section of

nine rocket launcher teams and a demolition section of twelve

men)j (2) organizing a battalion headquarters detachment com-

prised of the battalion staff and all battalion administrative

personnel; and (3) organizing a service company detachment to

preform the necessary logistical services for the b attalion.

Furthermore, after the invasion of Southern Prance, the battal-

ion had been issued sufficient one-quarter ton trucks to be

issued two per rifle company and five to headquarters company*

At approximately 1200 hours, 2 January 19^£> "the battal-

ion commander was notified to proceed to the Regimental Command

Post, to receive the regimental attack order for the following

day. He was told that his battalion would be one of the

assault battalions and was given the boundries for the regimen-

tal zone of action. (l6) (See Map C)

The battalion-commander immediately notified the company

commanders of the impending attack, ordered them to make a

(157 Personal knowledge
(l6) Personal knowledge



quick reconnaissance of the regimental zone, notified them

that the "battalion attack order would toe issued at 02llj.00

January 19lj.f># at the B attalion Command Post, and departed for

the Regimental Command Post. (17)

The weather on 2 January 19fj.f># was foggy, heavily over-

cast and cold (below freezing night and day). There was a

blanket of snow on the ground about twelve inches deep and

frozen almost solid. Because of the fog visibility was limit-

ed to between one hundred and two hundred yards in the low

areas while the high ground was completely obliterated. (18)

A quick reconnaissance was made but little knowledge of

the terrain in front of the line of departure was gained, be-

cause of the fog. The Headquarters Company Commander and his

platoon leaders proceeded to a high point, northeast of

BASSE BODETJX, in the right (west) portion of the regimental

zone* Observation was limited to the present line of contact

and about two hundred yards beyond* B ased on the scant infor-

mation available and a presumption of what would happen if the

battalion were assigned the right (west) portion of the regi-

mental zone, initial position areas were picked for all the

platoons and so designated to the platoon leaders. Contact

was also made with an observation group from the 3d Battalion

517th Parachute Infantry and some information of the terrain

to the front was gained. (19)

At 02lij.00 January 19k$) the company commanders assembled

at the B attalion Command Post to receive the battalion attack

(17; Personal knowledge
(18) Personal knowledge
(19) Personal knowledge
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o r d e r . (20)

THE BATTALION PLAIT OF ATTACK
(21) (See Map, D) ™~~~

The battalion commander, after some consultation with

S-3, the S-2, the Artillery Liaison Officer, and the Headquar-

ters Company Commander, issued the following oral order. (22)

An estimated enemy battalion, reinforced with some tanks,

of the 62nd VG- Division faces the regiment. Strong enemy

positions are known to exist on the high ground south and south-

east of BASSE BODEtiX.

The 517th Parachute Infantry Regiment attacks at 030830

January 1$$, and secures the SALM RIVER line from TROIS POETS

to GRAHD HALLEHK. The 2d Battalion on the left and the $$lat

Parachute Battalion on the right. The 3d Battalion of the

505th Parachute Infantry is on our right. Contact is from

left to right. The If.6oth Parachute PA Battalion is in direct

support of the regiment. There will be an artillery prepara-

tion from 0815 hours to 0830 hours on the initial objectives

the last five minutes of ̂ ftiich v/ill be smoke. (See Map D)

This battalion will attack at 030830 January 19̂ -5* along

the axis ST-JACQUES-DAIROMONT-PETIT HALLEUX and secure the

crossings of the SALM RIVER in the vicinity of GRAITD HALLEUX,

Company A on the left, Company C on the right, and Company B

in reserve* Line of Departure is present line of contact.

Forward assembly area is indicated on overlay* (See Map D)

Company A, with one section of machine guns attached,

will seize objective OHE and be prepared to continue the attack

(20) Personal knowledge
(21) Personal knowledge
(22) Personal knowledge



on order.

Company C, with one section of machine guns attached,

will seize objective TWO and be prepared to continue the attack

on order.

The 81mm mortar platoon will be in general support of the

battalion and be prepared to fire smoke missions at 0830 hours

on the near edge of objective TWO# Forward observers with

SCR-300 radios will be furnished to A and C Companies.

The anti-tank and demolition platoon will furnish three

rocket launcher teams for the protection of the battalion com-

mand post, The demolition section will be prepared to remove

any mines discovered along roads in the b attalion sone. Pri-

ority initially in zone of Company C, The balance of the pla-

toon under control of the company commander*

Company B will be in battalion reserve. Initial position

in forward assembly area. (See Map D) Move forward on order

of the battalion commander*

The battalion aid station at BASSE BODEUX to open at

030830 January 1 9 ^ . The battalion aumunition distributing

point at BASSE BODEUX. Squad rolls will be placed in company

areas and picked up in tliat area by the S-if tomorrow. Men will

not wear overcoats or overshoes* One-third of a K ration and

the SOP amount of ammunition will be issued in this area prior

to the movement as it is impossible to get vehicles into the

forward assembly area.

See overlay for the Battalion Gommand Post, (See Map D)
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Communications SOP, and the command group will follow Company

C initially.

A forward assembly area had been selected and each com-

pany was instructed to send one noncommissioned officer to the

assistant S-3 (a Captain) who would aquaint them with the area

and the route thereto. The company commanders were given the

location and ordered to make their own reconnaissance of the

forward assembly area. (23)

After receiving the order there was approximately one

hour of daylight left (the order was finished at approximately

l6oo hours) in which to execute a hurried reconnaissance and

issue the company attack order. It was necessary to give the

platoon leaders time to plan for their actions on the following

day. The platoon leader of the machine gun platoon was sent

to Company C while hi3 assistant platoon leader was sent to

Company A# The Headquarters Company Commander accompanied by

the executive officer, the mortar platoon leader, the demoli-

tion officer, the company operations sergeant, the company

communications sergeant, a radio operator, and a runner pro-

ceeded again to the high ground just east of BASSE BODEUX and

made as detailed a reconnaissance as was possible in the remain-

ing few minutes of daylight.

The terrain was generally heavily wooded with ridge lines

running in a north-south direction. The elevation of the ridge

lines was from lj.00-500 meters. Small streams followed the low

ground between the ridges but they, in themselves, did not

(2'3) Personal knowledge
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