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More Praise for FOUR HOURS OF FURY

“Fenelon’s epic account of the Allied invasion of Nazi Germany re-creates in stirring detail both the generals’ strategies and the privates’ emotions as their colossal effort climaxed in momentous achievement. Four Hours of Fury is a fine tribute to the gallantry of the men and women who, against overwhelming odds, vanquished a great evil.”

—Craig Nelson, author of Pearl Harbor, Rocket Men, and The First Heroes

“Diving into Four Hours of Fury is like opening the jump door on a C-46 transport high over Germany in March of 1945. You’re an Allied paratrooper and the Rhine is fast approaching. Waiting are 55,000 Wehrmacht soldiers anxious to make sure you don’t finish the day alive. Your orders are stark: Keep taking ground! A former US Army paratrooper, James Fenelon brings this story of the war’s largest airborne assault to life as only he can, using the voices of the men who were there to deliver heart-pounding realism. The book is a gripping reminder that the crash of war is at its most deafening just before the end.”

—Adam Makos, author of Spearhead: An American Tank Gunner, His Enemy, and a Collision of Lives in World War II

“Masterfully researched and written with a novelist’s eye for detail, Four Hours of Fury hurls readers into the heart of one of World War II’s most ferocious fights . . . . Readers will feel the buzz of bullets overhead, smell the vomit in the back of cramped plywood gliders, and duck as the enemy’s artillery thunders. [This] is one helluva combat story.”

—James M. Scott, author of Target Tokyo and Rampage

“Fenelon puts you in a transport plane, straps a parachute to your back, and sends you into an adventure commencing 1,000 feet over Nazi German skies. Four Hours of Fury is a brilliant tribute to the last great parachute assault, and the men who invaded Hitler’s empire from the air.”

—Jonathan W. Jordan, author of Brothers, Rivals, Victors

“Fenelon’s experience as a paratrooper and his ability to describe in thorough detail what it takes to conduct an airborne operation, as either a private or a general officer, captures the lethal effectiveness of vertical envelopments, whether on the World War II battlefield with Operation VARSITY or today. Critics may question operations such as VARSITY as they assess the time involved, the distance traveled, what might have been achieved with alternative forces, and the total number of casualties, but there’s no doubt that the psychological effect of an audacious paratrooper drop creates a force multiplier on the enemy that cannot be matched.”

—Brigadier General David L. Grange, US Army (Ret.), former commander of the 75th Ranger Regiment and 1st Infantry Division

“A riveting chronicle of personal courage, overwhelming logistics, and inevitable mayhem that is as authentic as it gets. ‘The ambition, scope, and execution of Operation VARSITY remains unparalleled in the annals of warfare,’ Fenelon writes. The same can be said of his telling of the largest single-day airborne assault of World War II.”

—Walter R. Borneman, author of Brothers Down: Pearl Harbor and the Fate of the Many Brothers Aboard the USS Arizona

“Told with a master’s attention to detail and historical accuracy . . . James M. Fenelon emerges as a talented storyteller, anchoring this narrative of a grand military offensive with rich portraits of those whose sacrifices made it successful.”

—Gregory A. Freeman, author of The Forgotten 500 and The Last Mission of the Wham Bam Boys

“Deeply researched and richly detailed, Four Hours of Fury constitutes a major addition to the military history of World War II. A particular virtue of the book, among many, is the close attention paid to the GIs who carried out the mission.”

—John W. Jeffries, author of Wartime America: The World War II Home Front
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For Frank Dillon. Thank you.


“He conceived the two armies to be at each other panther fashion. He listened for a time. Then he began to run in the direction of the battle . . . he said, in substance, to himself that if the earth and the moon were about to clash, many persons would doubtless plan to get upon the roofs to witness the collision.”

—Stephen Crane, The Red Badge of Courage
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PROLOGUE


On Saturday, March 24, 1945, an armada of over 2,000 Allied aircraft droned through the bright morning sky over Belgium. Seventeen thousand airborne troops sat crammed in the cargo holds waiting to be dropped via parachute and glider into Germany. Consisting of transport planes and more than 1,300 towed gliders, the line of aircraft stretched back to the horizon for hundreds of miles. Flying at an altitude of just a thousand feet, the swarm generated a buzz that seemed to announce the fleet’s arrival from every direction. Fighter escorts, biding their time and scanning for enemy aircraft, flew in lazy patterns above the staggered formations of lumbering transports.

Spearheading what Allied commanders hoped would be the final offensive in Europe, the transports carried troops from two elite divisions: the British 6th and the American 17th Airborne. Both were to be dropped over the same patch of German farmland five miles deep by six miles wide on the far banks of the Rhine River. As part of the largest operation since the Normandy invasion, the airborne units were to seize a bridgehead on the enemy side of the river and hold it until ground forces surged across the 400-yard width of the Rhine.

While the Allies had conducted several airdrops during the war, this was the first into the enemy’s homeland. They were invading, not liberating, and the stakes were high. Nazi propaganda broadcasts made it clear that the element of surprise had been lost. The enemy was waiting for them. In addition to the expected 55,000 dug-in Wehrmacht troops, would fanatical German civilians attack with hunting rifles and pitchforks? Or would they cower in their basements? No one knew.

Sergeant John Chester and 384 other GIs of his battalion flew steadily on toward their drop zone in forty-two C-47 transports. Chester, a confident twenty-four-year-old section chief, occupied his time by writing a few postcards. Wanting to capture the novelty of his first combat jump, he scribbled the same note to both his mother and Kay, his gal back home in Missouri: “I am writing from a plane. We will drop into Germany soon. Hope to be seeing you soon. I love you.”

Tucking away the postcards, Chester rested one hand on the buckle of his safety belt, remembering how he’d fought to stand up during his third training jump. Mortified by his body’s unwillingness to rise to the occasion, panic had flooded through him before he realized he hadn’t unfastened the buckle. That wouldn’t happen today.

Chester knew most of the men in the plane, having trained and fought with them since 1943. Some pretended to sleep while others smoked or just stared into space. No one spoke. The roar of the engines and the rattling of the airframe made conversation impossible, which was just fine. Most were dwelling on their own thoughts anyway.

Chester briefly dwelled on the fact that this would be his thirteenth jump but chased the creeping feelings of doubt and hesitation from his mind with his simple, standard mantra: You volunteered for this. You asked for it. Now go get the job done.

The two-hour flight from France had been uneventful, but that couldn’t last; as the planes approached the Rhine, it was time to go to work. From the cockpit, the pilot flipped on the red caution light, informing the men in back that they were nearing Germany.

As the aircraft began its descent, Chester unbuckled, stood, and yelled, “Get ready!” to the sitting jumpers. Those pretending to sleep snapped their eyes open and turned their attention aft where Chester stood by the open cargo door, wind whipping at his uniform.

The Rhine was the line of no return—once they crossed it, they’d be over enemy territory. More than ten minutes of flight time remained until they reached their drop zone, but given the possibility of getting shot down, they had to be ready to jump at any moment. This allowed the troopers to do what their pilots couldn’t—bail out in the case of disaster.

As artillerymen, Chester’s planeload of paratroopers also had to drop their 75mm howitzer. The disassembled artillery piece was divided into a door bundle, to be shoved out when the pilot flipped the jump light to green, and six bundles strapped to the underside of the aircraft, which would be released from inside the cabin.

“Stand up! . . . Hook up!” Chester bellowed over the sound of the deafening engines.

He reinforced his verbal commands with hand and arm signals that the men knew. They in turn echoed the orders, yelling them back in a ritual that ensured everyone understood what was happening and was engaged in the process. It gave them something to focus on other than their fears.

Overburdened with equipment, the troopers seated on each side of the plane struggled to get on their feet and form one line. Once standing, they attached their parachutes’ static lines to the steel cable running the length of the cabin. Jumping at less than 500 feet, there wasn’t time to deploy the chutes manually—the 13-foot static line took care of that, yanking the canopies open as the troopers fell away from the plane.

The jumpers jerked down on their static lines making sure the hooks locked shut. Satisfied everything was in order, they faced the rear of the plane and watched Chester and Manuel Pena shove the supply bundle to the edge of the open door. The bundle actually included multiple containers—made up of the howitzer’s breech assembly, its wheels, and ten artillery shells—lashed together into a single awkward mass that required three parachutes. The two men wrestled the bundle onto a number of dowel rods, which facilitated the bundle’s quick exit and eased the hassle of forcing the 720-pound bulk over the metal surface of the plane’s decking.

At the Rhine, smoke and haze from the battle below obscured landmarks as the armada split up to head to their assigned drop zones. The ground forces had unleashed their attack before dawn and were still forcing their way across the Rhine under heavy fire. The pilots of Chester’s unit, adhering to strict radio silence, watched helplessly as the seventy-two aircraft in front of them inadvertently veered off course. The C-47s carrying the artillerymen continued on the correct heading, but Chester, along with the rest of his battalion, was unaware that they would now be dropping first.

Having been alerted to the oncoming planes, German anti-aircraft batteries filled the sky with 88mm and 20mm flak rounds, the shells arcing up at the descending transports and bursting into dark clouds of exploding shrapnel. Streams of tracer fire from heavy machine guns stabbed at the planes and added to the mayhem.

The pilots felt like sitting ducks. To shake the aim of enemy gunners they needed to alter their flight path and airspeed, but that wasn’t an option. Being in formation and approaching the drop zone required a steady speed and course. They shifted in their seats and flew straight into the growing maelstrom, following orders while ignoring their instincts.

Over the roar of the engines, the muffled detonations of flak could be heard from inside the plane. Behind the pilots, the troopers were buffeted about the shuddering cabin. Almost to a man they’d erred in favor of carrying as much equipment as possible: machine guns, rifles, pistols, hand grenades, extra ammunition, explosives, knives, bayonets, and brass knuckles. In many cases the parachute and equipment doubled a trooper’s own weight; they supported themselves by holding on to one another, the airframe, or their static lines.

Chester caught glimpses of the action outside and was alarmed by what he saw: multiple aircraft in flames and a sky bursting with flak.

Looks like we are going to be real shorthanded, he thought. Hope there are enough of us left to get the job done.

As the men waited for the final command to jump, each struggled to stay on his feet as he pushed against the man in front, craning to get a glimpse of the jump light—still red. They wanted out and crowded toward the open door. Whatever awaited them on the ground had to be better than waiting to get shot down. One trooper, with his eyes on Chester, placed his hand on the command switch to salvo the howitzer bundles secured snugly to the belly of their C-47.

KABOOM! An explosion rocked the plane as a 20mm shell burst through the floor, shredding Melvin Boatner’s leg. He crumpled to the deck, clenching his teeth and grabbing at the wound. Al Perry and Nick Montanino rapidly unhooked his static line and slid him to the other side of the plane—out of the way. There was no time to administer first aid to the increasingly pale Boatner, and he couldn’t be allowed to hamper the jumpers’ rush for the door.

Realizing shrapnel had severed the circuit to the now dead jump light, Chester yelled for the crew chief to stand in the cockpit door and relay the pilot’s signal. Almost immediately the chief shouted, “GO, GO, GO!” while frantically waving both hands over his head.

Chester, Pena, and Perry shoved the bundle out and the troopers surged forward to exit right behind them. The salvo switches were flipped, releasing the bundles under the plane. Daisy-chained together to prevent them from drifting apart, all six were successfully deployed under their twenty-four-foot canopies.

The speed of the aircraft threw Chester forward over 500 feet as he exited. The first thing he saw was the ground below him, then the blue sky, then a jumbled kaleidoscope of both, as his deploying chute twisted him this way and that. The shock of the canopy snapping open took his breath away and sent the two grenades he had slipped into his jacket pocket ripping out the bottom. But he didn’t have time to worry about them. He also didn’t have time to enjoy the usual moment of elation following the successful deployment of a parachute. There’d be no blissful descent today. He briefly glanced at the departing aircraft and the chutes of those who’d jumped after him, before turning in his harness to keep an eye on the floating bundles of the howitzer.

The surrounding aircraft spewed paratroopers, filling the sky with hundreds of camouflage canopies. Supply bundles were mixed into the fray, descending under their distinct blue, yellow, or red chutes. The pilots, having delivered their cargo, gunned the engines and banked their aircraft for the return flight, finally free to dodge the flak and tracer rounds. Some trailed fire and oily smoke as they limped back to base. Others, more heavily damaged, arced into the ground.

With their adrenaline pumping, Chester and his fellow artillerymen were relieved to be out of the planes. But as the thrumming engines faded away, the crackle of gunfire and the crump of mortar rounds diverted their attention to the tilled fields of Nazi Germany rushing up at them. It was 10:20 a.m.
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DECEMBER 1944–MARCH 1945






CHAPTER 1


“WHERE IN THE HELL IS EVERYBODY AT?”

Northern France. Sunday, Christmas Eve, 1944.

Three months before they dropped into Germany, the troopers of the 17th Airborne entered combat for the first time in a manner entirely different from how they’d been trained. Without much warning, they’d been rushed to the front to set up blocking positions along the Meuse River on Christmas Eve 1944. Platoons of paratroopers, not fully aware of what was going on, found themselves digging foxholes in the Meuse-Argonne Cemetery, the final resting place for thousands of Americans killed in the previous world war. The men dug in and waited for orders, each contemplating the odds of becoming a permanent European resident himself. They were as ready as they could be, but like all unseasoned troops, most had no idea what they were about to endure.

Lynn Aas’ platoon stopped to dig their defensive positions in a field littered with frozen American and German corpses. The cold, dead faces of the enemy reminded the twenty-three-year-old rifleman of his German and Ukrainian neighbors back in North Dakota. As he stood there in the snow, a nagging unease took hold of him . . . he had no desire to kill these people.

But knowing the task ahead required resolve, he walked over to one of the bodies and forced himself to stare. In life, the young German had been tall and handsome. Feeling the need to build up his hate, Aas kicked the corpse. This is war, he thought. He is my enemy; I need to prove to myself that I can destroy him. In the coming days almost all of his fellow troopers would get an opportunity to ignite their hate too.

On December 16, Hitler had launched a massive surprise assault to recapture Antwerp, Belgium, and divide British and American forces. The desperate gamble, what would later be referred to as the Battle of the Bulge, caught senior Allied commanders flat-footed, and they scrambled to repulse the enemy’s advance as Wehrmacht troops streamed out of the dense Ardennes Forest, decimating green American troops all along the front. Chased by panzer tanks, entire battalions fled from their positions while Allied commanders desperately tried to stem the retreat. Chaos reigned for several days, and accurate information was in high demand but short supply; defenses appeared to be crumbling all along the front.
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It was into this maelstrom that the 17th Airborne was sent to bolster the lines. The initial plan of dropping them into Belgium had to be scrapped due to high winds and thick cloud cover. Thus the men of the 17th, who had trained for two years to descend into battle by parachutes and gliders, entered combat for the first time by jumping from the tailgates of cargo trucks.

Joining the war in Europe after the venerable 82nd and 101st Airborne Divisions had each been involved in significant fighting and earned distinguished records, the troopers of the 17th knew they had a reputation to live up to and were keen to prove themselves.

They got their chance when they were assigned to protect the flank of General George Patton’s counterattack out of Bastogne. They moved into the line for their first attack on the morning of January 3, 1945. Patton’s Third Army intelligence officers assured General William Miley, the 17th’s commander, that the enemy was fleeing before them; they would encounter only the delaying actions of small rearguard elements. Even so, Miley was concerned. His units were still assembling at their line of departure, his supporting artillery and anti-tank guns had yet to arrive, and timing prohibited even a cursory terrain study. Making matters worse, fog and snow significantly reduced visibility all along the front.

Miley’s troopers, naïvely trusting Third Army’s intelligence reports, left the line of departure in piecemeal fashion. It was their first mistake. Just as the forward elements began their advance, Oberst Otto-Ernst Remer’s Führer Begleit Brigade launched an unexpected counterattack. The brunt of the German force, led by Panther tanks and half-tracks filled with two battalions of crack panzer grenadier infantry, hit the unprepared Americans like a brick in the face, stunning them to a halt.

Confronted by the heavily armed and battle-hardened enemy formations, Miley struggled to keep his units moving in concert with Patton’s. In a fit of temper, Patton threatened to relieve Miley if he failed to keep his division on the move. Patton didn’t realize until later that Miley’s men had decisively engaged the enemy’s main attack. Despite the retreat of an attached tank-destroyer unit, for which its commander was later court-martialed, the men of the 17th fought the German vanguard to a standstill, preventing a breakthrough into Patton’s unprotected echelons from the rear.

On their second morning of combat, at 08:15, a battalion of Miley’s paratroopers left the shelter of the Bois de Fragette woods near Flamierge. They were well into an open field when the Germans unleashed waves of artillery, mortar, and small arms fire. Casualties mounted quickly as the men loped forward through blankets of snow, seeking shelter in a depression on the south side of a small highway.

At the attack’s height, two German tanks emerged through the dense fog like armored apparitions, clanking down the highway and firing into the exposed paratroopers. Corporal Isadore Jachman, known as Izzy to his friends, recognized the peril of the situation and sprinted from cover to salvage a dead comrade’s bazooka.

Recovering the weapon and a canvas satchel of rockets, Izzy loaded the crew-served weapon himself and headed toward the German armor. He hoisted the bazooka to his shoulder, squinted against the blowing snow, and aimed. The high-explosive warhead slammed into the lead panzer, but with little effect. The tank’s thick armor prevented serious damage, but the jarring detonation gave the crew pause and stalled their advance.

To get a better angle on the second tank, Izzy weaved forward through enemy fire, reloading on the move as he changed positions. The German commander of the trailing tank, witnessing the hesitation of the panzer in front of him, threw his machine into reverse and the two tanks crawled back to the protection of their lines. As Jachman pursued them, a burst of machine gun fire cut him down. The twenty-two-year-old corporal died moments after his comrades reached him.

Izzy’s actions disrupted the enemy attack and provided his unit with a vital respite to consolidate their scattered positions and reorganize their defense. Izzy’s parents, both German-born Jewish immigrants, would later receive their son’s posthumous Medal of Honor.

In the next twenty-four hours, bitter skirmishes erupted over every yard of contested ground, with the adversaries trading possession of the same villages or hilltops multiple times.

German grenadiers attacked and pushed the paratroopers out of Flamisoulle at noon only to cede it back to them a few hours later. The frozen ground made digging protective foxholes almost impossible. The next morning, a German counterattack led by fifteen Mark IV and Mark V panzers overran the American positions, forcing them to withdraw with heavy casualties. All along their lines the evicted troopers regrouped and launched their own counterattacks. Bayonet-wielding paratroopers retook the village of Monty near Mande-Saint-Étienne at the sharp end of cold steel—screaming and whooping as they charged into the German defenders, who retreated in terror.

While the main line of resistance fluctuated, the troopers absorbed the German advance and stubbornly defended their assigned sectors. Patton, learning of the attack’s ferocity, later acknowledged his best decision of the war might have been ordering the 17th to protect his flank. He was convinced that if they’d failed to hold their line, the German panzers would have wreaked havoc on his forces from the rear.

The division’s vigorous defense earned praise from one of Patton’s generals, Troy Middleton, who agreed, “The 17th saved the day.” However, he also criticized their aggressive spirit, which he believed bordered on “recklessness.” Another staff officer noted, “The 17th has suffered a bloody nose and in its first action lacks the élan of its airborne companions.”

The troopers disagreed—when confronted with enemy armor, the choice was simple: bold violence or retreat. “God, how green we are, but we are learning fast,” observed Colonel James R. Pierce, one of the division’s regimental commanders.

Green they were. The lessons of launching poorly coordinated and piecemeal attacks came at a staggering cost—519 men killed in action and almost 3,500 wounded. At least one battalion commander was replaced, and several others probably should have been.

In the middle of February, after forty-six days of combat, the 17th rotated out of the front in Luxembourg, ending what Miley later referred to as their “long nightmare.” The warming weather melted the snow, revealing a landscape dotted with rotting corpses, and an unbearable stench of decay followed the troops as they marched out of the splintered Ardennes Forest. Quartermaster troops piled the dead into the backs of trucks for transport and burial. The bodies, made stiff by freezing temperatures and rigor mortis, were difficult to stack and formed a macabre heap of twisted limbs with arms and legs jutting out at grotesque angles.

•  •  •

The weary men boarded a troop train for their journey out of Luxembourg and were soon rattling steadily toward France, watching as fields of patchy snow gave way to those of wildflowers. Heading west, their route took them through the Argonne Forest and Verdun, where long-abandoned trenches from World War I could still be seen.

They rode in wooden, four-wheeled French boxcars known as “forty-and-eights,” named for the stenciled emblem on the exterior indicating capacity for forty men or eight horses. Originally used as freight cars, the French pressed them into service during the First World War to transport men, horses, and equipment back and forth to the front. The men sat on the wooden floor or on their packs. Some chose to sit in the open door; others opted to scrounge enough straw from the floor for a makeshift pillow. They were used to fending for their own comfort, and the inevitable cattle jokes or mooing sounds had long since lost an amused audience.

The cadence of the train rocked some men to sleep, but many others fidgeted in discomfort. Having agonized through one of the coldest winters in Belgian history, enduring privation, snow, ice, frostbite, and the flu—not to mention German artillery and tanks—almost all of the troopers suffered from chronic diarrhea. As the forty-and-eights chugged away from the sights and sounds of the front lines, the men now struggled against attacks from within.

It didn’t take long for the GIs to note the lack of sanitary facilities on what they christened the Diarrhea Express. In some boxcars men used their bayonets to pry up floorboards to fashion a privy hole. But the shifting of the train frustrated accuracy and they abandoned that option. A riskier, but more effective, technique was put to the test: the men took turns standing backwards in the open door of the swaying boxcar, dropping their trousers and leaning back into a squatting position. To prevent their buddy from toppling overboard, two comrades held firmly onto his arms and shoulders.

Those who managed to scrounge a scrap of paper or handful of hay found wiping while dangling out the door required the dexterity of an acrobat. However, solid teamwork prevailed over the active motion of the train and the poor condition of the tracks. The troopers of the 17th didn’t lose a single man during the journey.

Laughing at the sight of bare bottoms continually appearing and disappearing along the line of boxcars, a company commander joked that the French farmers should thank his men for the free fertilizer.

Châlons-sur-Marne, France. Tuesday, February 13, 1945.

Disembarking at a small train station in the middle of the night, the men stretched their legs, grabbed their gear, and milled about until trucks arrived to complete the final leg of their journey. They’d arrived at Châlons-sur-Marne, a quiet town sixty-three miles northeast of Paris and home to the Cathédrale Saint-Étienne de Châlons, an imposing Roman Catholic monument consecrated in the twelfth century.

The division established its headquarters in the former barracks of a French cavalry unit, an impressive example of Second Empire architecture with mansard roofs and a high-walled parade ground. The Germans, during their recent occupation, had also used it as a temporary holding compound for American POWs. Now some of the 17th troopers were lucky to be billeted in the town itself, but most would reside in camps set up three or four miles out in the surrounding countryside.

One such tent city resident was Sergeant John Chester, whose camp was ten miles southwest of Châlons in the village of Soudron. After a long journey, he hopped from the back of the truck and plopped into a field of thick mud at a camp clearly still under construction. He squinted at the scene for a few seconds, deciding the quagmire and the camp’s condition didn’t matter—it was unquestionably superior to a foxhole in the snow.

Chester had first attempted to join the Army in 1938, on his eighteenth birthday, but his father refused to sign the enlistment papers. He had been raised on a Missouri farm during the Depression, and his parents had encouraged him to embrace a strong work ethic. Through this blending of circumstance and influence, Chester learned to accept the unavoidable in order to accomplish the necessary. As a teenager, he routinely rose at three o’clock in the morning to feed the animals and help his father bale hay, before starting his homework. With more chores in a day than there were hours, he often tackled tasks in a single-minded, pragmatic way.

For example, when picking up coal during the winter months, he found it more efficient to spend the night in the family truck parked outside the quarry gate so that he’d be first in line, rather than waste time waiting behind other customers in the morning. The bottle of milk he brought with him for breakfast often froze, so he treated it like a snow cone and ate his breakfast without complaint. By making his personal comfort a low priority he was often able to be in “the right place, at the right time.” He just thought it common sense—a quality that would serve him well in combat.

The ranks of Chester’s artillery battalion, originally filled by over 500 men of such varied civilian occupations as professional boxer, rumrunner, fisherman, feed store operator, and university instructor, had been whittled down to fewer than 300. He watched as his fellow survivors, whose uniforms were slick with two months of dirt and grime, took their issued cots and shuffled off to assigned tents.

Despite the camp’s Spartan conditions, the men had reason to be happy; they were out of combat and among friends. Many dropped their gear and crawled onto their cots for some shut-eye. Some wandered from tent to tent, seeking buddies not seen since leaving England. Others spent time comparing or trading their spoils of war: German helmets, daggers, flags, badges, firearms, watches, and belt buckles emblazoned with swastikas. To navigate through the muck created by the spring thaw and rain, they wore their rubber overshoes, designed for coping with snow but equally effective when clomping through mud.

Private George Holdren and his squad, members of the division’s anti-tank battalion, experienced a few hiccups while settling into life off the line. While adding wood to the tent’s M1941 stove, one of the men accidently dropped the heavy steel lid, creating a sudden clanging noise that, because it sounded like incoming artillery, sent all of those nearby diving into the muck.

Recovering, the muddy troopers stripped off their uniforms in anticipation of a shower. But one of Holdren’s buddies tossed his filthy boxer shorts into the stove and the resulting stench chased the men out of the tent, coughing and gagging for fresh air. They threw the rest of their soiled uniforms into a trench for burial.

The task of cleaning and clothing troops who had just come off the line fell to the Army’s Quartermaster Corps. Its units could bathe, examine, and clothe 2,500 men in ten hours. Of chief concern was delousing: expelling lice and other infectious parasites helped maintain basic hygiene and prevented an epidemic.

Shower installations, established outside of the camps, pumped water out of ponds, through a large heater, and into an olive-drab semi-trailer, the interior of which was fitted with a row of showerheads.

In assembly-line fashion the men entered the shower six at a time; they were allowed ten minutes to bathe. The file of naked men extending down the trailer’s wooden steps urged them on with shouts of “Hurry up!” and “Keep it moving!” After his first shower in two months, each man underwent a quick medical examination and then moved to the dressing station, where he donned a clean uniform. Rather than wait in line, in some cases up to two hours, many took advantage of nearby ponds or creeks to soap up and bathe themselves.

It was at one of the improvised bathing points that the troops announced their presence to the locals. Napping on a small dock after a swim in the Marne River, John Chester jolted awake as three loud detonations shook his resting place and rained water down on him like a monsoon. Some of the men had wagered that C-2 composition explosives would make excellent fish bait. Their hunch proved correct.

Within seconds, dozens of dead fish dotted the water’s surface. Troops splashed into the river or rowed out in borrowed boats to claim their prizes. Seized by a vision of fresh fish for dinner, Chester joined in the melee, diving in and scooping up as many of the creatures as he could. He enjoyed seeing the men having fun and laughing again.

The blasts attracted the attention of the town’s population, and soon parents, chasing their excited children, came running to discover the source of the commotion. The soldiers shared their haul with the locals, whose nervous smiles seemed to indicate all was forgiven, but it wouldn’t be the last time the GIs startled their new neighbors.

The men of the division had four days to get their camps “squared away.” They pitched additional tents and improved paths and roads, including hardstanding motor parks, latrines, and mess facilities.

“So this is a rest camp?” grumbled more than one trooper. “We got more rest at the front.”

Laid out according to Army regulations, which recommended 8.3 acres for a thousand men, the camps were bracketed by latrines and vehicle parks on one side, and mess facilities on the other. In between were ranks of evenly spaced squad-sized, twelve-man tents. The open rows separating them were wide enough to facilitate company reveille formations and the movement of marching troops. The tents—made of non-breathing, fire-resistant, olive-drab canvas—had no floors. Each occupant had just enough room for his cot and duffel bag, and the savviest had scrounged wooden pallets for makeshift flooring to keep their equipment out of the mud.

After two months of poor diets and bad hygiene, many men had loose teeth or cavities. The division’s dentists set up in a large tent to offer their services as needed. Waiting in line, patients watched uneasily as an Army private pedaled furiously on a bicycle contraption to power the dental drill.

The dentist looking into George Holdren’s mouth surprised him by saying, “I see you are from Iowa.” Apparently the quality of Midwestern dental work was well known in the profession.

Subsisting for weeks on cold rations stirs an obsession with hot food, preferably good hot food, and the local Frenchmen hired to assist the cooks rose to the occasion. Taking it as a matter of national pride, they worked hard to surpass the quality of anything the troops had eaten in England. The GIs appreciated English hospitality but had grown tired of meat boiled to the point that even spirited debate could never, with certainty, settle the identity of its origin.

Many took advantage of the downtime to write home, informing their loved ones they were still alive and safe, but official restrictions limited the details they could share. Every correspondence bore a “Passed by US Army Examiner” stamp and the signature of the officer who read, and, if necessary, censored the contents before it left camp. The smallest possibility of the mail falling into enemy hands forbade troopers from mentioning upcoming missions or revealing their location; instead they had to use generalities such as “somewhere in Europe” or “somewhere in France.” Censors blotted out sensitive details with India ink or excised them with a razor blade before sealing and sending the letters on.

To get around the censorship, Private Joseph Clyde Haney, known as Clyde to his friends, had developed a secret code to conceal information in his letters home. Whenever he addressed a sentence directly to his wife, Vera, or mentioned “Tell Dad,” his family knew to assemble a hidden message from the first letter of every following word.

Haney, an older-than-average private at thirty-two, was handsome, with thick, dark hair and a natural smile that belied the gravity of leaving his wife and four-year-old son back in Wisconsin. Before getting drafted in early 1944 he was a district manager for Fox Entertainment Corporation, responsible for multiple theaters in the Madison area. It had been his duty on December 7, 1941, to interrupt a screening of Shadow of the Thin Man to inform the audience the United States had been attacked at Pearl Harbor, Hawaii.

Haney took the war seriously and was active on the home front, managing several successful War Bond drives and Red Cross fund-raisers, and he even set up a program to accept old tires in exchange for movie tickets at his theaters. The rubber would be recycled to make all manner of things from oxygen masks to galoshes.

Haney did lament his bad luck: two weeks after he was drafted, the War Department again exempted pre–Pearl Harbor fathers from service. But there was a war on and he accepted his lot. Arriving in England as a replacement in September 1944, he was assigned to the glider infantry as a rifleman four months before they were hustled into the Bulge.

From his rest camp Haney wrote to his in-laws: “Charles Holmen and Larry Owens need sales. 6 or 7 more in longs easy sold—so see what you can do—eh?” the hidden clue reading, “Chalons, 6 or 7 miles.” Combined with “somewhere in France,” it gave Vera a pretty good idea of her husband’s location.

•  •  •

To get the division back to battle readiness, the First Allied Airborne Army, which had administrative and logistical responsibility for the airborne divisions in Europe, designated the 17th a priority recipient of men and materiel.

Officers, noting discrepancies and shortages, conducted a division-wide showdown inspection wherein each soldier presented his cleaned government-issued equipment. Five hundred planeloads of supplies were flown in from England to refit the men. Specialists rotated through the camps repairing damaged vehicles, radios, artillery pieces, and small arms.

Men, of course, are the most important assets of any fighting unit. Due to casualties, the division needed 4,000 to return to full strength. Upon arrival in Châlons, some rifle companies barely had enough men left to fill one platoon of 49 men; other units had lost all of their officers. One of the division’s parachute infantry regiments had been reduced to less than 50 percent of its total manpower, with most of the losses suffered by its front line rifle companies. Invariably some of the wounded trickled back from hospitals as they recovered, but fully replenishing the ranks of the division required a significant number of fresh replacements.

The airborne divisions drew from a pool of trained parachute and glider replacements, but reconstituting the losses of the three American airborne divisions—all of which fought in the Bulge—drained the reserve entirely. To address the shortage, Supreme Headquarters Allied Expeditionary Forces sent a request to the Zone of the Interior (or the ZI, as the pencil pushers referred to the continental US), calling for 5,000 replacements in February and another 3,200 in March.

The replacements started arriving at the camps surrounding Châlons a day or two before the tired and depleted units themselves.

“Where in the hell is everybody at?” asked one of the replacements.

“There’s seven guys here,” said a sergeant, nodding to the few who were left of the company’s original 120 men.

“The others,” the sergeant added, “they’re killed or in the hospital.”

The veterans’ haggard appearance startled the new men. In need of showers, haircuts, razors, and clean uniforms, they looked more like well-armed desperados than elite airborne infantrymen.

The veterans eyed the new arrivals warily if they eyed them at all. The old-timers, who’d trained together for over two years before their first combat, considered the replacements inexperienced outsiders. The replacements, witnessing the emotional reunions of returning comrades, felt ignored or slighted at their indifferent reception.

Private Tom Funk, a replacement paratrooper, noticed that many veterans seemed “to be in shock after the violent combat they had seen.” He overlooked the cold reception and focused on fitting in.

The Army made an administrative attempt to improve replacements’ morale by officially changing their designation to “reinforcements.” But to veterans they were still just unproven unknowns to be regarded with doubt until proven otherwise. Rumors suggesting jailed inmates back in the States now had the choice to enlist in lieu of finishing their sentences didn’t help the standoff.

•  •  •

After a short grace period, the officers reasserted the military discipline commonplace in a garrison environment. HQ issued directives preventing the use of tent guylines for hanging laundry and calling for the neat and orderly storage of equipment. Uniforms should be clean, worn correctly, buttoned correctly, headgear donned correctly, and boots polished. The camps soon took on the appearance and routine of well-organized military posts.

Officers and sergeants introduced physical training back into the division’s daily routine. In the predawn darkness, the camps echoed with the cadence counts of calisthenics and the call-and-response running songs of units moving at double time:

We pull upon the risers and we fall upon the grass

We never land upon our feet; we always hit our ass

Aye, aye. Christ Almighty, who the hell are we?

Zim zam God damn, we’re parachute infantry!

It soon became apparent that the replacements were out of shape. The veterans hounded the newcomers to meet the expected levels of physical fitness, adding to their misery. However, the growing intensity of training did provide an opportunity for camaraderie. Private Funk and others struggled through morning runs and forced marches to prove they could be relied on to carry their share of the load in combat.

A replacement later noted with pride that it took “two weeks of torturous physical training” before he started to feel welcomed by his squad.

Private Robert Fox, another newly arrived paratrooper, vividly recalled his reception: “The first person that we met as we disembarked was First Sergeant [John] Miletich. From his looks, I certainly was happy that he was on our side. The word was that he was from Chicago. To a kid from Iowa, with knowledge of the likes of Dillinger and Capone . . . that was about as tough as it gets. Somehow, I do not believe he was as happy with us as we were with him.”

Miletich had the men fall into formation and called them to attention. The company commander, Captain Harry Kenyon, inspected the ranks of replacements and quickly found fault with Fox’s posture. Getting in the newcomer’s face, the captain yelled for him to “Stand at attention!”

“He was shouting so loud that I could have heard him from fifty feet,” Fox remembered. “He kept finding fault so I was relieved when out of the corner of his eye he noticed that the guy next to me had one pants leg bloused in his boot while the other was out. . . . From the beginning, it was obvious to us new replacements that Captain Kenyon was held in high regard and respected by the Bulge veterans. All troops under his command were battle ready at all times. You did not go to the latrine otherwise—no exceptions. There would be no sneak attacks by the Germans when we were not ready.”

The next morning, rising for early-morning calisthenics before he “had a chance to pee,” Fox, in the back rank of the exercise formation, attempted to ease up on his exercises, thinking himself safely concealed in the darkness. As the men in front of him executed jumping jacks, he just threw his arms in the air.

A lieutenant roared into his ear, “Soldier, get your head out of your ass!” Immediately hopping into the rhythm of the exercise, Fox made note to use this new expression should he ever reach a position of authority.

As icy as they might have considered their welcome, the replacements integrating into the 17th had it pretty good. They at least enjoyed the luxury of joining a unit refitting in the rear. Infantry replacements commonly arrived at the front in the middle of the night, ushered straight to a foxhole on the line. In many cases replacements died before anyone even knew their name. If a replacement made it through his first forty-eight hours, his chances of survival slowly increased.

The survival rate of replacements was so low that a running joke among veterans was that the Army could save everyone time if the new men were just shot before bringing them to the front.

Although John Chester’s artillery crew survived the Bulge without losing a man to enemy action or frostbite, they wouldn’t be exempt from integrating replacements. To spread experience throughout Chester’s unit, the 466th Parachute Field Artillery Battalion, several of the sergeant’s men were reassigned to other gun teams that hadn’t fared as well. Disassembling, inspecting, cleaning, and lubricating the section’s 75mm howitzer became the first order of business for Chester’s new crew.

Adopted by the Army in 1927, the M1A1 75mm howitzer was referred to as a pack howitzer; the design allowed the gun to be dismantled into seven components for transportation by mules through mountainous or jungle terrain. Its easy disassembly made it ideal for parachute delivery, the only disadvantage being the need for reassembly on the drop zone—after the crew had found all of the components. With a maximum range of a mere five miles, this peashooter drew sneers from conventional artillerymen, but airborne troops valued it for its simple operation and reliable firepower.

The howitzers of the 466th were divided into three batteries with four guns each. Chester, as section chief of the first gun in A Battery, prided himself on being an artillery guru. Before joining a gunnery crew, he’d spent time in the fire direction center and the unit’s instrument and survey team. He pored over training manuals and questioned experts with the diligence of a religious scholar unlocking heavenly mysteries. Not one to accept doctrine blindly, he reverse engineered the Army’s artillery practices, not only for deeper understanding but also to improve them. He devised an unorthodox method of resetting aiming stakes, which shaved vital minutes off the standard procedure for repositioning his howitzer.

Yet Chester did reverently adhere to the Army’s maxim of retention through repetition. He ran his men through endless iterations of the Cannoneer’s Hop—a drill in which each man rotated through all of the crew positions, practicing the steps necessary to assemble, prepare, and fire their howitzer. Each position had specific, well-defined responsibilities, and the drill provided a way to evaluate the replacements’ competency, reinforce teamwork, and ensure they could perform all of the tasks necessary to accomplish a fire mission.

Once satisfied with his crew’s expertise in each position’s prescribed procedure, Chester worked them through drills to increase their speed. The Army manual asserted an ace crew’s rate of fire should be one round every ten seconds; Chester thought that was too slow. The value of his rigorous training had been validated during the Battle of the Bulge when a forward observer (FO) radioed a fire mission to A Battery. Each of the four howitzers fired its first round, which Chester’s gun crew immediately followed with another four shots.

The FO radioed back, “Cease fire, mission accomplished.”

Chester’s crew destroyed the German target before the other guns managed to fire a second round.

•  •  •

Upon the division’s arrival, Châlons-sur-Marne had been placed off-limits. Authorized passes would be required to enter the town, and before the men got time off to parlez with the local ladies or hoist a few drinks, they needed to get their respective camps in order. Once the essential tasks were completed, HQ posted requirements for issuing passes, and forays into Châlons and neighboring villages became frequent.

But soldiers heading into town needed cash. Since there was no use for money at the front, they hadn’t been paid since leaving England. Dutifully, the troopers lined up by last name and waited their turn to step up to the small field desk and sign for their pay. Many elected to send an allotment home to their families. Chester earned a base pay of $78.00 a month, plus another $50.00 for parachute duty, an additional $10.00 for combat pay, and $15.60 for foreign service. Because his father had died in 1940, Chester requested only $10.00 per pay period for himself, and sent the balance of his $143.60 home to his mother and sister. Given his aversion to drinking, gambling, and smoking, and the fact that the Army provided his meals, $10.00 covered minor incidentals until the next payday.

The influx of troops significantly increased the town’s population, literally overnight, and strained the local economy accordingly. Soon GIs crowded into town, flipping through their little blue Army-supplied phrase books, attempting to order champagne or a glass of watery French beer. To mutual delight, children soon learned they could trade bottles of wine for a few cigarettes.

Five days after issuing the first passes, division headquarters started publishing a slew of directives to reduce tensions between the local inhabitants and their new, albeit temporary, neighbors. But trying to police troopers who viewed bucking the system as a right became an unwinnable match of wits.

So many of the GIs enjoyed swaggering through the streets munching on long French baguettes that it produced a civilian famine pour le pain, resulting in a directive prohibiting the purchase of local foodstuffs. The habit of swigging from open bottles of wine and champagne so offended the locals that another posted edict required concealing spirits in paper bags or satchels. Soldiers tearing down narrow streets in jeeps, mindless of civilians, necessitated the division to crack down on traffic and limit access to vehicles. Like circus clowns, the enterprising troopers got around the prohibition by stuffing as many men into a jeep or on a motorcycle as humanly possible. In short order, the clown-car routine was banned by a decree formalizing the explicit number of passengers allowed per vehicle type.

The camp’s Red Cross coffee and doughnut bars provided little distraction, and the troops preferred going out for their entertainment. On weeknights, the division’s Special Services unit utilized the town theater to show movies, and on the weekends the venue presented live entertainment. The vaudeville-type show Oui, Oui, Oui featuring a juggling act and a female tumbler—who also played the vibraphone—was so popular that the two nightly performances played to full houses with standing room only.

The more burlesque revue Straight from Paree soon replaced Oui, Oui, Oui, and due to the number of women in the production—and the corresponding amount of exposed flesh—it became a local sensation. Soldiers eagerly paid their forty francs to ogle bare midriffs, long legs, and much to their delight, the occasional breast.

The lure of Châlons so tempted troopers that many risked trips into town without passes rather than spend a dull night in camp. After a week or two of turning a blind eye, division headquarters decided to apprehend offenders with a cordon of surprise checkpoints. For troops trained to operate behind enemy lines, evading the checkpoints became a sport.

To reduce brawls and rowdy drinking, airborne divisions relied when possible on their own MPs rather than those of rear-echelon units. The hope was that using MPs from the same division would, because they were at least paratroopers, curtail the inevitable scuffles at checkpoints or during curfew enforcement. To soldiers returning from the front, where battle had forged an easy camaraderie, pedantic requirements for pressed uniforms, orderly paperwork, and salutes rankled—as did the petty indifference of rear-area personnel.

Those looking for cultivated options beyond the rustic environs of Châlons had the opportunity for a forty-eight-hour pass to either Reims, Nancy, or Paris, with the capital city being the most popular destination.

The Army’s official Guide for Leave Troops, recognizing that Paris could accommodate the whims of any visitor, encouraged GIs to “take advantage of the things that interest you.” While the guide promoted such sights as Notre-Dame, Sacré-Cœur, the Louvre, and the Eiffel Tower, it attempted to dampen the desire for other indulgences by warning those seeking negotiable affections that 42 percent of all venereal disease cases suffered by American troops originated in Paris. An enclosed map plotted available activities, including athletics, free theaters, movies, music, architecture, the English library on the Champs-Élysées, and for gamblers, the location of twenty-five prophylaxis stations scattered throughout the city.

Readily identifiable by a green light over the door, the prophylaxis treatment centers—known to the GIs as “pro stations”—provided a remedy for sexually transmitted diseases. Soldiers were urged to seek treatment within three hours of sexual intercourse. However, waiting in line, embarrassment, and the procedure itself often discouraged would-be patients. The preventative entailed a silver protein solution injected into the penis, which had to be held in the urethra by clamping the thumb and forefinger over the end for an agonizing five minutes. After expelling the fluid, soldiers were directed to avoid urination for at least four hours. The stations’ medical staff often had more free time than patients.

George Holdren, with his recently cleaned teeth, won a pass to Paris and the city made quite an impression on the twenty-year-old Midwesterner. Fortunate to be billeted in the luxurious Le Grand Hotel, Holdren found himself staying in the city’s center, not far from the Louvre. But on his first evening in the City of Light, unable to speak French and afraid of getting lost, he retreated to a nearby theater where he spent several hours relaxing and tapping his foot to the beat of American big band music.

The next night, after touring the Eiffel Tower, Napoleon’s Tomb, and the Arc de Triomphe, he ventured out to a show billed as the Olympian Follies. Having heard of the Folies Bergère, he decided to check out what might be a cheaper version of the world-famous revue. Weaving through the dim basement, the mâitre d’ led him to a small table with a good view of the stage.

When Holden was asked what he wanted to drink, he glanced at nearby tables for clues. The other patrons appeared to be drinking either champagne or orange soda, so he opted for a soda. The waiter asked him for 110 francs—or $2.20—a steep price given that a Coke at the Post Exchange cost 5 cents.

The cost of the soda was just the first surprise. The Iowa farm boy did a double take when the dancers took to the stage. Each woman’s costume consisted of an almost nonexistent rhinestone ensemble that circled the neck, ran down between her breasts, and tied into a wide belt resting high on her waist. The women completed their outfits with large white feather headbands and high heels.

Holdren’s eyes grew even bigger when he spotted the lead starlet, who was wearing just a headband and sparkly shoes. Feeling obligated to stay for the whole show—given his soda investment—he ordered a glass of champagne and settled in. Holdren returned to camp the next day penniless but feeling considerably more worldly.

As in Châlons, economic sanctions in Paris limited a soldier’s purchases to wine, beer, liquor, soft drinks, and costume jewelry. To ease inflation’s effect on the population, the rules required GIs to eat at designated service clubs and prohibited them from dining in restaurants. Allowing the well-paid troops to buy food on the local economy would have soon driven prices beyond the means of most Parisians.

During his seventy-two-hour pass, John Chester learned the hard way that he shouldn’t question all Army regulations. Strolling down a boulevard, a sign for “American Style Hamburgers” caught his eye and proved too tempting. Having gone without a burger since leaving the States, he eagerly approached the sidewalk concession stand to place his order. The proprietor slid a plate of cold vegetables and bread through the small window, after Chester had handed over his money.

Confused, Chester complained to the vendor, “I ordered a hamburger!”

The man shrugged, pointed at the plate, and said, “American style hamburger.”

Chester dumped the plate and its contents into the trash bin and stormed off.

Another paratrooper, John Baines, had his brief sabbatical ruined by Axis Sally while sipping a beer in a small bistro. Her German propaganda program readily found an Allied audience willing to endure her often clumsy attempts to lower GIs’ morale in exchange for hearing popular American music.

Sally got Baines’ full attention when he heard her say, “Welcome to the 17th Airborne Division! We know you’re going to jump over the Rhine River soon, and we want you to know we’ll be waiting to greet you!”

He noticed everyone in the bar staring at his highly polished paratrooper boots and the 17th Airborne’s golden talon patch on his shoulder.

Baines raised his glass toward the radio in the gesture of a toast, uttered a curse, and hoped the Berlin Bitch was wrong.



CHAPTER 2


THE SPARTAN

On the road to Brussels, Belgium. Friday, February 9, 1945.

General Matthew Ridgway, the Americans’ most experienced airborne commander, rattled down a narrow dirt road in the passenger seat of a mud-splattered, olive-drab jeep. Flanked on either side by the towering fir trees of the Ardennes Forest, he and several members of his staff were on their way to Brussels to plan what would be the war’s largest airdrop. It was a week before the troopers of the 17th Airborne would withdraw from the Battle of the Bulge’s blood-soaked front lines and head to Châlons, but events that would determine their future were already unfolding.

Described as a Roman senator who lived like a Spartan hoplite, Matthew Bunker Ridgway was comfortable with every facet of battle: from carrying grenades and a bolt-action rifle to spearheading invasions as a division commander. His uncanny ability to recall names and his preference for getting information firsthand from as close to the front as possible made him popular with his troops, who, inspired by the two grenades he wore on his combat suspenders, nicknamed him “Old Iron Tits.”

Commissioned as an officer in 1917, he had missed service in the First World War but spent the interwar years serving in China, Nicaragua, and the Philippines. In 1942 he took command of the 82nd Infantry Division, leading its transition into the Army’s first division-sized unit of parachute and glider troops.

Ridgway literally jumped into his command of the 82nd. Wanting to be the first man in his new division to parachute out of a plane, he went to Fort Benning, Georgia, for a short familiarization course and one jump. He enjoyed the “beautiful feeling of serenity” during his descent but admitted his landing felt “like jumping off the top of a freight car, traveling at thirty-five miles an hour, onto a hard clay roadbed.” He then traveled to Ohio for a glider flight at Wright Field. It went well, but again the landing didn’t; he had to leap from the glider as it careened down the runway, escaping just before it crashed into a row of parked aircraft.

At forty-seven, Ridgway, who suffered periodically from bouts of malaria and a debilitating back injury, had known he was putting himself at risk in his new career as a paratrooper. But in spite of his precarious introduction to airborne life and the real threat of permanent injury, he stuck with the 82nd and led the division through the invasions of Sicily, Italy, and France. Now at the age of fifty he commanded the XVIII Airborne Corps, which controlled the deployment of the US airborne divisions, including General Miley’s 17th.

On his way to Brussels, Ridgway contemplated what senior Allied commanders had already determined, and the Nazis in the German High Command took for granted: an assault crossing of the Rhine River would be necessary to defeat Germany and end the war. Despite the Third Reich being up against the ropes, it was becoming increasingly clear that Hitler had no intention of throwing in the towel; his minions continued to give the Allies a bloody nose at every opportunity.

While the Germans deliberated over the when and the where of the Rhine crossing, General Dwight Eisenhower, the Supreme Commander of all Allied expeditionary forces in Europe, decided the who would be British Field Marshal Bernard Law Montgomery. Montgomery in turn would determine the how, and few American generals were happy about that, least of all Ridgway. If his superiors thought he would welcome the opportunity to work with the British and help Montgomery attempt to cross the Rhine a second time, they were mistaken.

•  •  •

In August of 1944, after three months of fighting to gain a foothold in Normandy, the Allies had pushed forward into France. Advancing on a wide front, with British forces in the north and the Americans to their southeast, Allied armored units led a sweeping hook through the country, liberated Paris, and by September the British were in Belgium, poised to attack into Germany through the Netherlands.

But there had been more than just the enemy to contend with. The more ground the Allies gained, the further they taxed their extended supply lines, constraining the potential of their advance and heightening inter-Allied competition for precious resources. Allied divisions were carnivorous in their consumption of “bullets, beans and batteries,” requiring almost 750 tons of daily supplies for a total of 20,000 tons a day across the entire front. The systematic destruction of the French rail system prior to the invasion forced supply convoys to rely on a network of dirt roads snaking out of Cherbourg to deliver the food, gas, ammunition, and medical supplies necessary to sustain the rolling offensive.
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Montgomery had a solution. Favoring his British forces with the lion’s share of supplies would allow them to punch a hole in the German defenses all the way to the Rhine River and simultaneously complete the liberation of Antwerp’s harbor. Eisenhower considered access to a second port an “indispensable prerequisite for the final drive into Germany.” Supplies flowing from Antwerp would allow the Allies to move materiel to the front more quickly, which in turn meant a faster end to the war.

Montgomery’s plan, code-named MARKET GARDEN, was considered ambitious by many and a calculated risk by all, but it provided appealing opportunities. The proponents reasoned that if the plan to storm into Germany through Holland went well, the Allies would bag a second harbor and the war might be over by Christmas. It did not go well.

MARKET GARDEN kicked off on the morning of September 17, 1944, with the American 101st and 82nd Airborne dropping to seize bridges in the Dutch towns of Eindhoven and Nijmegen respectively. The British 1st Airborne Division had the most daring mission: landing on the far side of the Rhine to secure the Rhine bridge at Arnhem, seventy miles behind the German lines.

The ground forces rumbled forward, led by the British Guards Armoured Division, intending to use the captured bridges to their advantage for the dash into Germany. The advance maintained its fragile timeline for forty-eight hours before German counterattacks and logistical problems unraveled the plan.

Departing from airfields in England, the three airborne divisions needed more aircraft than could be mustered. Thus, delivery of the complete complement of airborne troops had to be divided across multiple serials, flying in over a multiday period. Unfortunately, an unforeseen weather front descended on England, bringing with it an impenetrable fog and low clouds that further delayed the schedule, forcing men and materiel to dribble in whenever a break in the weather permitted. Additionally, having to defend the landing zones for the arrival of their overdue reinforcements stalled the airborne troops from seizing their primary objectives in force.

The interrupted timetable forced the British 1st Airborne to alter their plan. Immediately after landing, instead of a full regiment, a mere 500 paratroopers rushed to the bridge over five miles away. Only able to occupy the north side, they were soon surrounded by gray-clad Germans.

By this point the Wehrmacht’s ranks included pressed-into-service clerks, trainees, and cadets—still, the Germans were successful in severing the Tommies into two groups. The cordon prevented all British attempts to break through to their men at the bridge. With the bulk of the British division still defending the drop zones—lingering there for the anticipated follow-on serials—the men holding the bridge were on their own. It became apparent to the dwindling group that reinforcement now depended on the Guards Armoured Division rather than their own division. But the British tanks were still miles away, encountering heavy resistance as they moved up a single Dutch highway. Hit-and-run ambushes slowed their advance, and waiting for burning vehicles to be towed off the narrow road further hampered momentum.

After an epic feat of arms lasting five days longer than expected, all of the paratroopers at the Arnhem bridge had been killed or captured. The rest of the division, surrounded with its back to the Rhine, stealthily withdrew across the river on the night of September 25.

This first attempt to cross the Rhine had cost the British 1st Airborne Division a staggering 1,485 men killed in action and an additional 6,525 missing or captured. Of the 11,920 men who landed on the east bank, fewer than 4,000 made their way back to Allied lines. During the same nine days of fighting—September 17 through 25—the 101st Airborne Division suffered 2,110 casualties and the 82nd lost 1,432 men. Both American divisions continued to fight in Holland, nearly doubling their losses in the following weeks.

While the Allies seized Antwerp and had punched a narrow corridor to the Rhine, their brief hold on the far side of the river evaporated with the withdrawal of the 1st Airborne Division. Montgomery’s attempt to claim a “ninety percent success” fooled no one. At best, MARKET GARDEN provided an indecisive result. Ridgway, citing a lack of “vigorous command supervision,” viewed it as a British “failure to strike hard and boldly.”

*  *  *

The complexity of Montgomery’s newest plan to cross the Rhine River rivaled both the invasion of Normandy and of Holland. Similar to MARKET GARDEN, the goals were ambitious. This time the prime objective was to seize the Ruhr, Germany’s industrial region, which continued to belch out at a surprising rate the materiel necessary to wage the Nazis’ war. Cutting off the production of their factories and foundries would be another nail in the Third Reich’s coffin.

But crossing the Rhine could not be taken for granted. Winding over 760 miles, the river is one of the longest in Europe. With an average width of 430 yards, it forms a natural and traditional obstacle to armies intending to force their way into Germany’s western frontier. The ancient fortifications built by the Romans as part of their occupation in AD 6, as well as the dozens of medieval castles dotted along both banks, provide mute testament to the historical importance of this imposing geographical barrier.

Adopting Montgomery’s proposal would once again require that the British receive the majority of supplies, which incensed the American generals. They felt that the United States’ contribution to the war—almost two-thirds of men and materiel—warranted the lead role in Germany’s defeat. They advocated continuing to push forward on a wide front with both the British and the Americans attacking forward and cited the MARKET GARDEN debacle as evidence against another single-thrust campaign.

Both plans had merits: a single-thrust focused Allied might, while a broad attack prevented the Germans from massing an effective defense and kept their reserve forces scattered.

Montgomery argued that ignoring his strategy limited the combat potential in any one sector and kept the Allies competing for resources. Crossing the Rhine in the British sector favored a rapid breakout—once on the other side—and cutting off the Ruhr would be a devastating blow to the enemy. Farther south, where the American forces were advancing, there were fewer options. The mountainous terrain favored the German defenders and retarded a rapid breakout.

Montgomery maintained that his plan stood the best chance of success. But to execute it he first had to get to the Rhine. To clear the Germans still holding out on the west side of the river he divided his plan of attack into three stages.

The first two stages would get his divisions to the banks of the Rhine: Operation VERITABLE, with more than twelve divisions attacking southeast, and Operation GRENADE, led by US General Bill Simpson’s Ninth Army advancing northeast. The two attacks would end in a converging assault, known as a pincer movement or double envelopment, crushing the Germans between them. Simpson’s army, consisting of ten divisions of over 300,000 soldiers and 1,394 tanks, would be the only American ground forces participating in the offensive.
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After securing the west bank, which Montgomery estimated would take six to eight weeks, the third stage, code-named PLUNDER, would be a mammoth crossing of the Rhine in early April. During the subsequent sprint to the Ruhr, Montgomery’s forces would bypass the dense urban areas to avoid heavy casualties and instead swarm through the open terrain to surround and isolate the industrial sites.

Attacking on a twenty-two-mile front, PLUNDER, which necessitated a naval admiral to oversee the flotillas of landing craft, would be the largest river crossing in military history. In support of his final stage of the plan, Montgomery wanted three airborne divisions of nearly 39,000 men to land on the German-held banks of the Rhine to seize vital terrain and secure a bridgehead for his advancing forces. Montgomery and his subordinate commander, Lieutenant General Miles Dempsey, whose British Second Army would spearhead PLUNDER, both stressed that the airborne landings were critical to their plan.

Eisenhower, after spirited debate within Supreme Headquarters, approved PLUNDER and the supporting airborne mission, code-named VARSITY. Predictably, designating Montgomery to lead the primary push into Germany angered American officers who viewed the British field marshal as an overrated, plodding, political peacock keen for more than his fair share of the glory. The decision inspired one incredulous American general to conclude that Eisenhower was probably the best general the British had.

•  •  •

VARSITY, like all other Allied operations, obtained its name from a list of available code words consisting of nouns and adjectives culled from an unabridged dictionary. Organizing the logistics for Montgomery’s airdrop would fall to specialists in the First Allied Airborne Army, a unique joint American-British command that reported directly to Eisenhower’s Supreme Headquarters. Airborne Army consolidated the expertise and logistical assets necessary for the increasingly complex choreography of dropping men into battle, which had grown from small battalion-sized operations in 1942 to the multi-division missions of Normandy and Holland. They managed the administration, rather than the direct operational control, of airborne divisions.
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Airborne Army was composed of two subordinate corps, divided along national lines: Ridgway’s American XVIII Airborne and the British I Airborne. After landing and seizing their objectives, the HQ ceded control of the airborne troops to the ground units whose advance they were supporting.

The Airborne Army’s American commander was General Lewis H. Brereton, by all accounts a fastidious little man who often referred to himself in the third person. He carried a swagger stick and shamelessly courted the press corps. With a wide forehead and nose, he could, on demand, flash an equally wide smile for photographers. Almost as if embracing his reputation as a fop, he had his personal aircraft decorated with the moniker Debonair Duke.

Brereton, one of the Army’s first military aviators, had earned his wings in 1913 and since then believed airpower alone could win wars. In 1942 he relished being assigned to command the Ninth Air Force, but allowed himself to be distracted by the glamour of its fighters and bombers, ignoring the mundane troop carrier squadrons under his command. Even with deficiencies noted after the July 1943 airdrops in Sicily, Brereton failed to procure the proper radar equipment for his troop carrier aircraft. He also failed to push night navigation training for pilots who needed air time to master that witches’ brew of inexact science and luck.

Brereton was again soundly criticized a year later for the poor performance of his troop carrier units, which had mis-dropped paratroopers all over Normandy. Many senior officers called for his reassignment to a narrower, sideline role. Omar Bradley led the effort, considering Brereton “marginally competent” and too enchanted with his sleek fighters and powerful bombers to coordinate effective support for the ground war. According to Bradley, Brereton “resisted any effort to work together.”

Marginalizing Brereton by placing him in command of the Airborne Army was a questionable decision. Brereton himself took a dim view of his airborne assignment, believing it to be a demotion. In fact, his charge was important: effectively, it was up to him to mind and manage logistics, where it could be argued many battles are won (or lost) before they even start. But therein lay the problem: Brereton would again be responsible for coordinating troop carrier operations, an area in which he’d already demonstrated gross negligence.

How to explain Brereton’s remit? War planners hoped that, by surrounding Brereton with competent professionals, the fallout from his mercurial temperament would be minimized. But hope is never a plan.

Indeed, Brereton had already run afoul of Montgomery’s staff by openly complaining that the field marshal’s demand for three airborne divisions ignored wider strategic realities. Simultaneous to VARSITY, Airborne Army’s staff was planning three additional airdrops to support other Allied units crossing the Rhine, as well as an emergency operation to drop a division into Berlin in the event of a Nazi collapse. With an arsenal of five divisions under his command, Brereton had more missions to support than he had divisions.

Brereton initially assigned the commander of the British I Airborne Corps, Major General Richard Gale, to plan and command VARSITY. Because PLUNDER was primarily a British undertaking, they both felt it appropriate Gale’s corps should command VARSITY. Supporting Gale were the twelve men of the Airborne Army’s Plans Section, who devised and revised options for deploying the Allied airborne divisions by anticipating the needs of field commanders and maintaining up-to-date information on enemy dispositions. Their advance planning reduced the time necessary to prepare a full-scale airborne operation, thereby mitigating one of the hindrances of leveraging airborne forces: ground units having to pause their operational tempo while the airborne units readied themselves.

Gale and Brereton selected the American 13th and 17th Airborne as well as the British 6th Airborne Divisions to support Montgomery’s crossing. But in Brereton’s mind, he had only temporarily assigned the divisions to VARSITY.

•  •  •

Gale met with Montgomery’s commanders on Thursday, February 1, 1945, to review his initial plan. They gathered at the Airborne Army’s Parisian headquarters in the Hôtel Royal, located near the Seine, across from the well-manicured grounds of the seventeenth-century baroque Château de Maisons-Laffitte.

Gale, known as “Windy” to his friends, had begun his military career commanding a machine gun company during the First World War. He’d endured gas attacks and suffered in the quagmire of the Somme and Ypres—an experience that gave him a sober appreciation for leadership’s responsibilities. Perhaps his experience with trench warfare is what drew him to the parachute forces in 1941; a soldier with a background in static tactics would find the dynamic nature of airborne operations more appealing. Subsequently, Gale became one of the most experienced airborne officers in the British Army. After leading the 6th Airborne Division into Normandy, he spent a year in the War Office Directorate of Air, where he ensured proper coordination between the Army and the Royal Air Force. Gale preferred blunt, direct communication with subordinates and superiors alike, a trait that when combined with his uncompromising approach to soldiering reinforced his reputation as a boisterous buccaneer. In dealing with Montgomery’s staff, he would enjoy no such direct communication.

A few days after the meeting in the Hôtel Royal, Montgomery’s staff informed Brereton that Montgomery wanted Gale replaced by Matt Ridgway and his XVIII Airborne Corps. Their rationale: there’d be two American divisions taking part in the operation, and Ridgway’s corps had more combat experience and possessed superior signal capabilities. The concern over communications went back to British I Airborne Corps’ failure to establish radio contact with its own troops during the first three days of MARKET GARDEN. Their poor performance had contributed to the operation’s breakdown, and no one wanted that to happen again.

But Brereton refused. He planned to use Ridgway’s corps for the other pending operations; nevertheless Montgomery remained adamant.

With the situation at an impasse, appeals were made directly to Eisenhower, who resolved the argument in Montgomery’s favor. Brereton went so far as to personally present his case to Eisenhower, who continued to back Montgomery, reminding Brereton that the primary effort to breach the Rhine would be made by the British. Supreme Headquarters would afford them all the support necessary for success, and the same was expected of Brereton. Ridgway’s XVIII Airborne Corps would command VARSITY.

Having lost his first request, Brereton pressed Eisenhower to release one of the three airborne divisions. He argued that two airborne divisions were sufficient to establish Montgomery’s bridgehead and that conventional infantry, crossing the Rhine in the wake of the main assault, would be a more effective way to reinforce the east bank. He concluded by pointing out that committing three divisions left just one each for the other planned airdrops to cross the Rhine, not to mention the potential drop into Berlin. Unmoved by the objections, Eisenhower reiterated that Montgomery’s plan would stand.

A deflated Brereton left Eisenhower’s Versailles headquarters and reluctantly started the process of transitioning command of the operation from Gale to Ridgway.

•  •  •

Ridgway reacted to news of the transfer by immediately lodging a protest with his current superior, General Omar Bradley. Ridgway had been leading several divisions actively engaged in the American sector of the front, and the decision to subordinate his corps to a British operation annoyed him. Both he and Bradley were certain that with a few more weeks their attack would splinter the German defenses and they would be well on their way into Germany. Bradley wanted to keep Ridgway in the fight, but his appeal to Eisenhower had been cut short as well—the assignment was final.

Ridgway, driving his divisions forward with the confidence of a centurion, wanted to stay at the front, and he was livid about being ordered to relinquish command in the middle of a battle. He preferred a fighting command and going toe to toe with the Germans to what would largely be an administrative role of coordinating and planning the airborne landings for Montgomery. A corps commander for an airdrop wouldn’t have much to do once the troops landed in enemy territory, and he relished his place in the vanguard of Bradley’s ground advance, later describing the challenge as “one that no professional soldier could turn down.”

•  •  •

After his journey on Friday, February 9, Ridgway and William “Bud” Miley—the 17th Airborne Division commander—arrived late to VARSITY’s initial planning conference. When they walked into Room 445 on the fourth floor of the British headquarters in Brussels, they found that Montgomery’s chief of operations, Brigadier General David Belchem, had started the meeting without them.

The two airborne generals had both come directly from the front, still wearing their battle gear and muddy combat boots. Miley hadn’t bathed in weeks, and Ridgway remained in a sour mood. Belchem waited for them to take their seats and, using a large map for orientation, continued his overview of PLUNDER, pointing to the German town of Wesel, on the Rhine’s far bank, as a primary objective.

Belchem briefed the group on the four principles behind Montgomery’s airborne plan: drop them in a single lift; time it to coincide with PLUNDER’s river assault; drop onto landing zones within range of Allied artillery; and ensure a linkup with ground forces as soon as possible.

Everyone in the room realized that the last point—a quick linkup—depended on ground forces punching through German defenses, the speed of which could not be predicted. Preparing for a worst-case scenario, they planned for two aerial resupply drops of ammunition, food, water, and medical supplies.

Airborne troops, because they were limited to the equipment they could airlift with them, favored packing firepower and medical supplies over food and water. Arranging for airdrops of additional supplies ensured the airborne troops could sustain themselves in the event ground forces were delayed. But heavy weapons still posed the biggest challenge. The largest artillery piece that could be dropped via parachute was a disassembled 75mm pack howitzer. Theoretically, cargo gliders provided a more reliable method of delivering heavy equipment by air. But whereas the British had two types of gliders, one of which could carry a light tank, the Americans fielded a single, smaller glider, the Waco CG-4A. In addition to the two pilots, it could either carry thirteen troops, a jeep (with three men), a 75mm pack howitzer, or, if squeezed in just right, a modified version of the larger 105mm howitzer.

The briefing transitioned to Montgomery’s chief of plans, who disclosed VARSITY’s proposed objective: to seize the high ground—a forested rise of 500 feet called the Diersfordter Wald on the far bank of the Rhine—to prevent German artillery fire from hampering the crossing. He assigned two divisions, the 17th and 6th, to accomplish the task. At a later phase the 13th Airborne would drop ninety miles farther inland to exploit the advance and facilitate the crossing of a second, smaller river, the Lippe.

After a brief pause, Ridgway said he understood the mission of the first two divisions but thought the request for the 13th Airborne premature. Any reduced momentum—a reasonable concern given Montgomery’s record—would allow the Germans to fall back and occupy the proposed drop zones in strength. Characteristically, Ridgway sat ramrod straight in his chair—a posture he adopted to both reinforce the intensity of his focus and to respect his back injury. His deportment also reflected his inflexibility on the topic. While Eisenhower may have agreed to the use of three divisions, he hadn’t.

Belchem decided to defer the argument for another time, and the group agreed to at least put the 13th Airborne on alert while the justification for their participation was further explored.

Moving on, Belchem then polled the room for a proposed launch date of March 15.

“Absolutely out of the question,” responded Ridgway.

Having already studied the governing factors, he rapidly fired off the facts: still on the front lines at that point, the 17th had sustained almost 4,000 casualties; the 13th, having just arrived in Europe, would not even be operational until the first of March—at the earliest.

Gale piled on, stressing that if the 6th—also still at the front—got priority movement back to England they could be ready within four weeks. He pointed out that the current schedule had them withdrawing at the end of February, making them available for an airborne mission sometime at the end of March or, more likely, early April.

Ridgway stated the airborne point of view: the earliest possible date for the operation would have to be April 1. He warned that if the Rhine jump were conducted any earlier they should expect higher casualties due to less-than-thorough planning and training. Begrudgingly, Montgomery’s staff accepted Ridgway’s launch date.

Later that afternoon, over lunch, Ridgway listened to Gale summarize the VARSITY plan he and his staff had developed before having to relinquish command to the Americans. Ridgway recognized that he and Gale shared similar concerns and perspectives, and so ordered the British general, now his deputy commander, to continue planning on his behalf.

Ridgway wanted detailed planning for the ground phase of the operation to be conducted directly with General Miles Dempsey’s Second Army staff. Since the divisions under Dempsey’s command would lead the river assault, Ridgway dispatched Gale and a small team of British airborne officers to coordinate with them until XVIII Airborne Corps could be relieved from the front. At that time, the men agreed, Gale’s corps would transition to managing the preparation of 6th Airborne in England while Ridgway’s staff took over VARSITY planning and attended to the logistical needs of the two American divisions on the continent.

Before departing, Ridgway sought out Montgomery to make another attempt at getting Gale’s corps assigned to command VARSITY so he could return to the front. Finding the field marshal away for the day, Ridgway discussed the matter with Belchem, who frankly shared his doubts over any change of plans but agreed to present Ridgway’s case to Montgomery.

Ridgway left to complete his transfer and relocate his headquarters to Épernay. The small French town, best known for its champagne vineyards, was seventy-five miles east of Paris and just a forty-five-minute drive to Miley’s 17th Airborne HQ in Châlons.

•  •  •

The next day a British operations officer at Supreme Headquarters, apparently confused as to why Gale hadn’t ceded command to Ridgway, telephoned Brereton’s HQ and irately demanded that Gale terminate his planning efforts at once. It was up to Brereton’s chief of staff, Floyd Parks, to smooth over the misunderstanding. He explained that Gale had Ridgway’s full confidence and emphasized that his participation as deputy commander allowed planning to start straightaway, rather than be delayed until Ridgway himself became available.

Somewhat mollified, the caller then tried to change the operation’s launch date, stressing Montgomery’s desire to conduct the crossing no later than March 15. To accommodate the acceleration, Montgomery would withdraw the 6th Airborne to their bases in England no later than February 15, and the 17th Airborne would soon be relieved from the front as well.

Parks agreed the divisions’ combat readiness was a major factor, but not the only one. The conditions of the twelve French airfields from which the American divisions were departing also hampered the timeline. The abandoned Luftwaffe airstrips had been bombed mercilessly by the Allies and were in appalling condition. Engineers estimated it wouldn’t be until the third or fourth week of March that the fields would be repaired. The effort required to get them operational could hardly be exaggerated. To hit their deadline 3,200 American and British engineers, with 750 French civilians, would labor 700,000 hours around the clock over the next thirty-four days. They needed to mend and upgrade runways, taxiways, service roads, and hangars. They had to erect crew barracks and storage facilities, build hardstands for parking aircraft, and construct marshaling areas for the airborne troops.

Reluctantly, the British officer acquiesced. D-Day would remain April 1—for the time being.



CHAPTER 3


THUNDER FROM HEAVEN

Châlons-sur-Marne, France. Mid-February 1945.

While senior commanders debated logistics, olive-drab cargo trucks rumbled into the camps around Châlons-sur-Marne with daily deliveries of replacement troops. Wounded veterans, having recovered from their injuries, also trickled out of hospitals and back to their units. General William “Bud” Miley, with the thoroughness of a nervous accountant, monitored the growing troop numbers as his division climbed back to full strength.

Despite an available pool of trained parachute and glider replacements, there was still a shortage of qualified airborne troops. Reconstituting the losses of the three American airborne divisions—all of which had fought in the Bulge—had drained the reserve entirely. To address the shortfalls, Supreme Headquarters sent repeated requests to the US for more replacements.

Miley had learned the details of the forthcoming mission when he attended the British planning conference in Brussels with Ridgway. With a few exceptions on Miley’s staff, the rest of the division would remain ignorant of the mission for now. But they were in good hands; Bud Miley had plenty of experience to get them squared away for their first combat jump.

On the outside Miley had the quiet demeanor of a benevolent schoolmaster and the dimpled chin of a Hollywood leading man, but at his core he was steeped in the discipline and dedication of his family’s military pedigree. As a fourth-generation graduate of the Army’s prestigious West Point academy, he approached his chosen profession as a point of honor and with a warrior’s ethos.

During the interwar period, Miley’s protracted climb up the Army’s career ladder had reflected the scant opportunities for advancement in America’s small peacetime military. After graduating in 1918, he’d spent the first fifteen years of his service at the entry-level rank of lieutenant. His early assignments varied from managing the acrobats of the 1st Infantry Division’s circus in post–World War I occupied Germany to attending the Air Corps Tactical School in 1930. He later spent several years in Panama and the Philippines assigned to an infantry regiment. He returned to West Point as the director of athletics and advanced to the rank of captain in September 1933.

Seven years later, after another promotion and with war looming, Major Miley organized a group of over 400 volunteers into the Army’s first formal parachute unit, the 501st Parachute Infantry Battalion. In preparation for his new assignment he made his first parachute jump in October of 1940. After landing, he casually observed, “Hell, there’s nothing to it.”

It became obvious to Miley that the Army’s standard-issue personal equipment was insufficient to meet the needs of his paratroopers’ unique mission. Much of what they required simply didn’t exist. As pioneers of parachute tactics and techniques, his battalion would need to develop their own equipment. Miley organized a prototyping regimen for each platoon to experiment with various models of helmets, boots, and field uniforms.

First up were the standard service shoe and canvas leggings, which provided little ankle support during landings. They had to go. A boot of some kind was needed, so they tested several designs. The selected model was made of dark reddish leather, mid-calf height, featuring a reinforced toe cap and stiff canvas supports sewn inside the ankle. Rubber soles prevented slipping, and the front of the heel angled to the rear to avoid catching on the edge of the aircraft door or entangling the parachute’s suspension lines. These specialized boots became a status symbol for the elite troops who spent hours polishing them.

Miley, who was forty-two years old at the time, earned his troops’ respect by personally testing the unfamiliar and unproven equipment, and he made sure that the battalion’s officers did likewise. He had the unit’s parachute rigger shop develop experimental weapon cases and quick-release harnesses so that the troops could jump with their equipment. His principles landed him in the hospital after he became the first in the unit to jump with an oversized load and suffered a broken collarbone.

Made up entirely of volunteers, the Army’s first parachute battalion demanded more of its men—mentally and physically—than an average infantry unit. Captain William Yarborough, one of the company commanders, said of Miley, “He was always in superb physical condition and it was one of his major goals in life to make sure that we were too. . . . If Bud Miley had the power of decision, paratroops would be hard to join and easy to get out of.”

A visiting British parachute instructor commented, “The percentage of failures, which were colorfully described as ‘washed-outs,’ was extremely high, but the net result was the production of a force of supermen imbued with very high morale and fighting qualities.”

Successfully completing the Army’s toughest training course earned the graduates a certificate of completion as a token of their accomplishment. Miley believed the men’s elite status deserved something more than a document barely suitable for framing, so he instituted a number of uniform modifications to distinguish his parachute troops from the rest of the non-jumping Army.

In early 1941 the Army approved the battalion’s request for a parachute qualification badge. Miley, after rejecting several disappointing designs submitted by the Quartermaster General’s office, dispatched Captain Yarborough to take charge of the matter. The final insignia incorporated a fully inflated parachute with feathered wings curling out from each side. Known as “jump wings,” the men proudly wore the sterling silver badge over the left breast pocket of their uniform.

Miley’s paratroopers ditched the standard service hat—a despised round design with a leather visor that evoked the image of a milkman—in favor of a more practical garrison cap adorned with a round parachute patch on the front left side.

Miley also encouraged his paratroopers to leave their standard-issue low-cut leather shoes in their footlocker and instead wear their spit-shined jump boots with their dress uniform. To make the entire boot visible, troopers tucked their trousers and bloused them over the top. The Army Uniform Board approved the modification, which led to the troopers referring to non-parachutists as “straight-legs” or simply as “legs,” and not infrequently as “dirty” or “nasty” legs. The more loquacious favored “dirty, nasty, stinking legs.”

The combination of the sleek garrison cap, shiny jump wings, bloused trousers, and polished jump boots made paratroopers instantly recognizable and bolstered an already cocky pride. And as a Signal Corps recruiting film advised prospective volunteers, “The dolls don’t exactly put on a chill when they get a load of the wings or these boots.”

The unique uniform made a different impression on Fort Benning’s other elite troops: the nasty leg tankers of General Patton’s 2nd Armored Division, who declared an open season on forcibly collecting jump boots. A battle royal ensued off base, and whenever the two groups crossed paths, the tankers found the paratroopers more than willing to engage in “knuckle maneuvers.” At such times, Miley’s emphasis on hand-to-hand combat training proved useful. On more than one occasion a barefooted and bruised paratrooper returned to barracks with his boots around his neck and an even more arrogant spring in his step.

Officers in both units turned a blind eye to the brawling despite constant protests from local law enforcement and military police. After all, they wanted aggressive men spoiling for a fight. Miley actively encouraged the hostilities. Calling the troops together for a “fight talk,” he told them, “It isn’t a disgrace to get a black eye but it is a disgrace to run away from a fight and let your buddies get beat up.” The “battle of the boots” was never brought to a successful cease-fire, and the men of the 501st Parachute Infantry Battalion bragged that they could whip a whole division of tankers.

As a new unit with no lineage or traditions, Miley and his officers invented their own. One of the first was a rite-of-passage drinking game named after the gust of wind that smacks a jumper as he exits the aircraft, the “Prop Blast.”

One of Miley’s lieutenants created a ceremonial mug from a cut-down 75mm artillery shell with two reserve parachute ripcord handles welded on each side. The elixir consisted of vodka, for strength, and champagne, to represent the youth and energy of the parachute troops. Lemon and sugar could be added for taste.

The ritual followed a defined protocol: the parachutist stood on a chair and on the command “GO!” jumped into the air, performed a parachute landing fall, rolled into a standing position, and grabbed the mug as his comrades yelled out a count, “One thousand! Two thousand! . . .” He had to down the entire drink before “Four thousand!” He then announced to the room the first thought that popped into his head.

Miley was unable to attend the inaugural Prop Blast due to recovering from a parachute injury, but some of his officers smuggled the chalice and the concoction of alcohol into his hospital room so that he could have the honor of the first official sip.

In March 1942, three months after the attack on Pearl Harbor, the Army promoted Miley for his innovative leadership and assigned him to organize the first full regiment of parachutists. As the Army began its rapid expansion to meet the demands of fighting wars in both the Pacific and in Europe, Miley, like other career professionals, was quickly promoted to even higher leadership positions.

By September he had attained the rank of brigadier general, becoming Ridgway’s assistant division commander at the 82nd Airborne. Then in early 1943 he managed the formation of the Army’s fourth airborne division, the 17th, whose motto “Thunder from Heaven” was inspired by a biblical quote from the Book of Samuel: “The Lord thundered with a great thunder on that day upon the Philistines and terrified them.”

Distinguished by their shoulder patch, featuring a gold eagle’s talon on a circular black background with a black-and-gold “AIRBORNE” tab crowning the top, the men of the 17th embraced the aggressive attitudes expected of elite infantry. Their insignia symbolized striking from the darkness to seize opportunity; anyone foolishly mistaking the talon for a chicken’s foot was readily corrected with a sharp comment or a punch in the face.

•  •  •

Now, in the spring of 1945, Miley managed the recovery of his division from its losses in the Bulge and its preparation for VARSITY while at the same time managing a divisional reorganization.

When the 17th was formed, like the other airborne divisions, it had consisted of approximately 8,500 soldiers divided into two glider infantry regiments and one parachute infantry regiment, plus smaller specialty units. This structure, known as the triangular division, mirrored conventional infantry divisions and allowed commanders to engage the enemy with two regiments, with a third in reserve to exploit tactical opportunities. But combat had proven that the airborne divisions needed an overhaul. Originally scaled down due to lack of sufficient air transportation, they were 3,500 men short of a regular infantry division but still expected to hold the same frontage once in the line.

Ridgway had been a strong proponent of increasing manpower since before the invasion of Sicily in 1943. He likened the unreasonable expectations for the understrength divisions to “calling in a very large man and saying, ‘Here are two yards of cloth. Go make yourself a suit of clothes.’ ”

He admitted, “The only thing to do was to ignore these limitations.” To sidestep bureaucratic constraints, independent parachute units were attached to the divisions rather than officially assigned. Upon disembarking in England, the 17th had a second parachute infantry regiment attached, giving Miley four regiments and manpower above his authorized count.

Ridgway’s multiple attempts to have the War Department increase the manpower and equipment allocations for airborne divisions had been habitually rejected. The chronic shortage of infantrymen required the airborne to wait their turn, but America’s production of C-47s and trained aircrews made the expansion feasible from a transportation aspect.

In December 1944 Ridgway made yet another request, this time directly to the Army’s Chief of Staff in Washington, DC. In late February the War Department gave its approval. The airborne divisions expanded to just over 13,000 men, making them roughly equivalent to a regular infantry division.

The reorganization shifted Miley’s triangular formation from two glider regiments—the 193rd and 194th—and a parachute regiment—the 513th—to a single glider regiment and two parachute regiments. The new Tables of Organization consolidated the two glider regiments into a larger, single unit and formally assigned the 507th Parachute Infantry Regiment to the 17th. The division’s artillery firepower increased from forty to sixty 75mm howitzers.

While the headquarters staff transferred men and materiel across the division via typewriters and paper, the officers and sergeants managed the reorg at the unit level.
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-3 infantry battalions

736 soldiers per battalion
-1 HQ company (178 men)
Battalion - 1 medical platoon (30 men)
- 3 rifle companies
176 soldiers per company
-1 HQ company (29 men)
Company - 3rifle platoons
49 soldiers per platoon
-1 HQ section (7 men)
Platoon -1 60mm mortar squad (6 men)
- 3 rifle squads
12 soldiers per squad
-1squad leader
Squad -1 assistant squad leader
-7 riflemen
- MG team (3 men)










