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OPBERATIONS OF. THE ERD DATTALION Z13TH INFANTRY (79TH INF DIV.)
: IN ALSACE, 8-9 DLCWWDER 1944
(RHINELAND CAMPAIGN)
(Personal experience of a Battalion §-2)

INTRODUCTION

Thig monograph covers the operations of the 3rd Battalion,
515th Infaﬁtry,'79th U'-S“ Iﬁféﬁi?g Division in the attack on
the town of _Bischwiller, Alsace, France cn the 8-9 December 1944

. On 23% Vovember 1944 the Ssventh Army had driven through the _.
Vosges lountains at Savernes Gap and on to take the ¢lty of Strass-
bourg, stopping there on the banks of the Bhine River. This end-
~ed the eastern drive.

On 24 November General Eisenhqwer changed the Seventh Army's
direction of advance. its main force was ordered to drive nofth-
east to clear the enemy from the zone which was bounded by the
Rhine River on the east, the Siegfried line on the nerth,.ahd the
. Sarre River on the west, | | |

By 5 December this main force, consisting of the VI and XV
Corpé, had completed re-grouping and was ready to attack in the-
new direction. The VI Corps was to attack in the right of the
Army zone with its right flank on the Rhine River. The ?9ﬁh Div-
ision was to attack'to the northeast in the riéht half of the VI
‘Corps zone, take the city of Haguenau, and clear the Rhine River
Valley on its right flank.

Since the Division zone was wide (15 miles) and the mission
included the words "clear the enemy from" the Division Commander
asked for help to clean out scattered enemy groups in the villages
to the right of his.main attack routes. The Corps Commander a-
greed to this and the 94th Cavalry Reconnaissance Squadron was
attached to the Division to secure its right flank. On 7 December
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this szquadron was in position and the Division‘ﬂommander isgsned
his order. (1) |

The Division would attack w1th three regiments abreast at
first llght 0630, 9 December.

The line of departure would be the present position.

The 314th Infantry, on the left, was to take the»city of
Haguenau. (2)

The 315th Infantry,'in the center, was Lo clear the south-
eastern arm of the Haguenau Forest, (3)

The 313th Infantry, on the rigﬁt, was to cut the two roads
leading from Haguenau to the_east and northeast. (4)

| After taking these objectives all units were to be prepared_
to contlnue the attack to the northeast,

On 7 December the 313th Infantry was in positiOn on the Div-
ision;s right flank, hoidiﬁg the line running through the town of
. Gries and then south Lo the gast of Knrtzenhausén.. The 2nd Bat~
talion was on the left in the vicinity of.Gries, The 1st Battalion
was on the right in the viciniﬁy of Kurtzenhausen, The 94th Cav~
alry Reconnalssance Squadron extended the flank to the east and
south, The 3rd Battalion moved into Kurtzenhausen on the nlght

of 7 December while the Reg1mental Commandef was 1ssuﬁlﬁé)hls at«
mtaﬁk order. "

The Régiment was ordered. to attack in accordance with the
Division attack order.

The 2nd Battalion would attack from its present position,
clear the'enéﬁy from the woods to its front and capture the.left
(west) portion of the town of Bischwiller.

(1) All facts, dates and missions for Corps background from
Reference A-1, Vol, I, P 457.

(2,3,4) See Map A.
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The 3rd Eattalion was to pass through the lst Battalion and
take the right (east) portion of the town of Bischwiller, making
all possible effort to caéture the bridge over the Noder River
before it could be destiroyed.

The boundary between battalions was to be the main road run-
ning north_thfough Bischﬁiller, the road inclusive £0 the 3rd Batl-
talion. |

The.lat Battalion, after being passed through, wonld revert
to regimental reserve and preéare to exploit eny river crossing
made by either attacking battalion,

PLANNING PHASE -

Great strass héd been laild by the Hegiméntal Commander dn
the importance of cdpturing the koder River Bridge intact. The
other bridge over the Noder River, east of Bischwiller, had al-
ready been destroyed by the enemy. Both civilian informaition and
; aer;al reconnaissancé had confirmed it as being completely dem-
oiished, the abutments on both sides having been blown. ‘There
were no othér bridges in the vieinity.

The Koder is a slu gish river and only twenty yards wide,
but its banks are soft and the surrounding territory is low and
' wet, especially during the winter rains. T?E_Eﬂgiffmﬁﬁff east
aggksoutheast of BlSCthller is flat and crlss crossed w1th dr%inu
igewéltches. The rains of November and December had soaked the
ground so that it was almost a swamp. The rising water had driv-
en the enemy from all his dug in positions south of the town,

The town itself is built on high ground, not hills, just
high ground. The paved roads are all fill-raised six to eight
feet above the surrounding farm land. | |

The réconnaissance patrols of the 1st Battélion had deter-

mined that the area sast of'the main road was so0lid snough for
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foot troops for a distance of about two hundred yards, Beyond
that solid stfip were'&éter soaked gardens and pasture. These
were not impassable,.but any movement there was-under enemy ob-
servation in the aaylight and so noisy at night that it could
not be used as a route of advance. The only growth over three
feet high was the brush along the_permanént streams and the in-
evitable poplar trees alohg gach side of the road,

Then the Battalion Commander checked this terrain analysis
hea realized_that the only chance to surprise the town garrison
was to move to within 1000 yards of the town under ccvef of dark-
ness, Once that close the attacking troops coﬁld.qlose with the
enemy under cover of artillery fire. 3Since the attaék was timed
to jump off at first light (0630), he ré&ﬁeétéén'ﬁ;}:}_iﬁé;i“é;froﬁa
th;“g;giﬁéﬁfal Cbm&#ﬁdef to move jﬁe 1iﬁé 6f departgre for his
battalion to the creek running northwest to southeast across the
. main road, 800 yards:southwest of the near.edge of Bischwiiler;
This request was granted. Although the new line of departure.was
a bottleneck in the zone of advance, the change permitted the bat-
talion to get across most of the open terrain between the lst Bat-
talion positions and the enemy in the town of Bischwiller under
cover of darkness. It also enabled them to use the strip of solid
footing beside the road as a route of advance.

Alplatoon of medium tanks and a platoon from the Division
Engineer Fattalion were attached to the 3rd Batialion for this
operation, One battalion of light artillery was in direct sup-
port.of the battalion.

Fest of the enemy information héd bean gained from civilian
gsources, and, wherever possiblé, checked by patrols and air ob-
servation.

The bridge over the creek at the line of departure had been
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damaged by enemy_demolition._ The extent of this damage was not
known. The report said only that three holes had been blown |
ﬁhrough the pavement. There were no knowﬁ road blecks in the
 town streets. The main bridge across the Moder River in ithe
town of Bischwiller had.been prepared for demolition. A largse
bomb had been placed on_eaéh end of the bridge over the abut-
ments, Wires ran from,each bomb into houses on thé‘east bank
of the river. | |

The following enemy positions had been definitely located:

A towed ahti—taﬁk, anti-aircraft gun, manned by anti-air-
eraft personnel, was dug in about 500 yards northeast of the
damaged bridge at the line of departure. There were several
holes dug for.riflemen around the main emplacement. |

There were holes dug in the hedges around the houses in the
southeast tip of the town, .TheSe holes were sited to ¢ommand ali
approaches to the bulldings ovér the open groupd'to'their south.,
At least two machine guns Were_emﬁlaced along this line, but were
not always mounted in the same holes. Ecst-of.the men manning
‘this position {estimated to be abbut forty) spent.thg majority
of the time in nearby housés; but two or thres were always on
each gun. | |

There had been several estimates of the total strength of
the enemy in the town. The best evaluation possible indicated
the pfesence of an under-strength battalion (200 men). Most of
these were Infantry, but many branches were repreéented including
anti-aireraft troops and bicycle reconnaissance detachments,

The 1lst Battalion, 313th Infantry, had been sending out two
‘patrols each night. One patrol before midnight and one just be-
fore dawn, The Battalion Commander accepted the staff recommend-
ation that a patrol be sent out right after dark on the 8th to
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keep up this pattern, The most impertant item of information
naeded was whether or not tanks could cross the damaged bridge
and, if not, how leng it would take to repair it so they could,
Since the approach to the line of départure would be made in
darkness it was also necessary to make a route reconnaissance.
It was deéided to combine these two missions.

The plan was to have this patrol led by the Platoon Command-
er of the leading platoon of the lead dompany. Company L Com-
mander waé notified that his company was to lead the attack. He,
in turn, désigﬁated his ard Platobn to lead the company. The pat-
rol was made up of five men; a tank non-commissioned officer and
an engineer to make the technical reconnaissance of the bridgs,
the Company L platoon leader and two men from his platoon to make
the route recoﬁn&issamce and protect the technicians while they
examined the bridge.

Since the patrol could nof complete their mission and report
earlier than 2100, the planning for the attackrcould net be de-
layed until their.return.

The Battalion Commandef's plan was to use Company I on the
left and Company L on the right with Company K in reSgrve. Com-
pany L, with one heavy machine gun platoon attached, was to move
out from the lins of departure at H-hour, cross the SOO yards of
open ground under cover of artillery fire placed on known enemy
positions from H-hour to H plus 5 minutes, and attack the ensmy
position in the southeast section of the town,

The artillery was to fire white phosphorous the last twelve
rounds of their preparation, this being a signal for Company L to
assualt the enemy positions. It would then shift to Company I's
initial objective (see Eap B), lift on call of Company I and then
place harassing fire on the main bridge.
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Company I, with one platcon of heavy machine guns attéch-
'led, was 1o move out from the line of departure at H plus 1 min-
ute with its left on the main road. It was tc by-pass Cbmpany
L's objective when Cdmpany L assualted, cross the 400 yards'of
open ground to the left and take the group of buildings near the
battalion boundary.

As soon as-initiél cbjéctives were taken, both Compaﬁy I
and Company L would push their attack on to the batialion ob-
jective. Company L was to clear the two ro;ds_rgnn;pgwnprth /
along the eﬁsi edge of the town so that the tanks could make a
désh for £ﬁe.ﬁridée to capture it hefofe it could be desiroyed.

A platoon of Company K was to be mounted on the tanks to glve
.them close-in ‘protection durlng thls maneuver.' Company I, with
1ts left on the battallon left boundary, was to continue the at-
tack in the left of the battalion zone. Both companies were to
. push vigérously and to exploit any chance to capture the bridge.
| Company K'(minuﬁ one‘platoon)'would follow Company L and
protect the right rear of the battalion.

The Engineer Platoon was tc move with the tanks to assist'
them inm;rossing iﬁﬁ bridge at the line 5f departure and then
remaln in support of the entire battallon. |

| The A & P Platoon was to detail two trained demolitlon men
to accompany each of the lead compgq;eslgpd‘the_tanks. These men
were to be prepéred to disconnect the detonators of the dgmoli-
tions on the bridge. The remainder of the platoon was attached
to the engineers for the operation.

The Battalion Commander ordered all unitrcommanders Lo streas'
to their subordinates the supreme impertance of bending every ef-
fort toward taking the bridge intact.

The battalion order was issued at 1200, 8 December, A4s the
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patrol sent out to determine the condition of the bridge at the
line of departure could not feport untillleO, 8 December, the
Battalion Commander explained that if it was impossiﬁle for the
tanks to cross this brldge tha attack would proceed as planned
without them. ln ‘any case, the tanks would not warm up their mot—
ors untll the artlllery fire was falling to cover thelr noise.

The patrol returned at 2130 and reperted that the brldge was
only superficially damaged. It'probably would hold a medium tank
without any repalrs, 1f not, it would rmqulre only about twenty
minutes work to lay enough planks over the holes so that the tanks
could pass. The patrol also reported that the route to the l;ne
of departure was passable for the battalion and counld be iravers-
ed quietly enough to preserve surprise.

THE ATTACK

The move to the line of departure was made in column of com-
panies, The order of march waé‘Company L, Battalion Command Group,
~ Company I, then Company X minus one platoon. The tanks, with thé‘
Company K platoon, remained in the assembiy aregﬂéﬁégi-iheuﬁﬁgin—‘
eéfs‘ﬁééuéwegﬁlﬁﬁe_rqad clear éf mineé aﬁéhsiarﬁédrﬁo repair the
bridge. | . o

Company L was across the cregk‘and deployed on the rising
ground north of the line of departure at H-hour. The artillery
preparation began and Company L moved out to assault when it 1lift-
ed. Company I crossed the line of departure and moved up echel-
oned to the left reﬁr_of Company L.

Company -L. meved to within 100 jards of their objective.  As -
soon as the white phosPhoféus rounds fell they asaﬂalbed the dug-
in positions. The initial.objéctive was quickly secured and Com-
pany I by-passed to the left and moved in to take its initial 6b—
Jective.

Neither company met serious enemy resistance. The artillery‘
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preparation had caught the enemy in breakfast formation and thé
emplacements not manned. A few men had attempted to get tb the
guns but were Killed by artillery fire or shot down by the as-
saulling companies. As soon as Cdmpany L reported that the anti-
tang”gun was under control, the Baﬁtaiién Commander ordered‘iﬂe.
tanks fcrward _ -
within a few mlnutes full daylight broke and the flrst

hitch to the plan had appeared. Beglnnlng about flfty yards

north of the brldge over the creek at the line of departure, the‘
enemy had blocked the road by felling trees across 1t from both
31des. The trees were largse enough to be an effectlve block to
tanks and the remov&l of thls obstacle was camplicated by the
fact that the _enemy had fllled it w1th uneamauflagad but never—
theless, damned dangerous "S" m1nes.

| The Battalion Commander's reaction to this discovery was not -
. too pleasant. He turned to the S5-2 and, pointing to the fallen .
trees, said, (among other things) "You missed that one. Get over
there and get those tanks through!”

The Engineers arrived at the bridge just as the 5-2 complet-
ed surveylng the 51tuat10n. The brldge turned out to be no pro-
blem, A few planks were lald over the holes and it was. ready for
use. The road bleck was somethlng else., The Lngineers and the
Battalion A & P Platoon went to work on it but it was a slow and
palnful 1abor. The "S"lenes were dangerous and hard to neutral—
ize at best and, even though uncamouflaged ~efforts to work on
them were hampered by the tangled 11mbs and trunks of the trees.

It became apparent that the only way to get the tanks into
operat;;n 1n tlme 1o be of any a351stance in preventlng the de-
strgctlon of the main bridge was to by-pass the block. This
brought up thé poséibility of mines in the by-pass routes. All
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avai}able mlne detectors from ‘the Engineer Platoon and the A &
P Platoon were put to work on_one by-pass route and in gbput
thir§Y minutes 1§ ngm§ec1ared to'be clear;- Eq_mines wgre'found.
However, the tank platoon 1e;d;f, éhorhad arrived at the block
Just as the mlne sweepers had flnlshed would not believe that
the route had been properly checked and refused to move hls tanks
over 1t | ‘ . B

Iris known the S5~2 is a staff officer and has no command

function. His order to¢ the tank_platogn_leader te use the by-

pass set off a rather heated discussion. The timely arrival of

the Regimental Commander prevented bloodshed, however. After A it

brief discussion, in which the Reglmental Gommander took part,- _
the tanks, with the uampany K Platoon aboard by-passed the road~‘
block and moved 1nto the town. The Reglmental Commamder gggg'
have command funé¢tions! As socon as the first tank had safely
passed the.barriér the 5-2 left to rejoin the Battalion Command
Group. |

It was now 0745. The assﬁaltﬂcompanies_had reorganized and
were pushing on through tﬁé town toward the battalion objective.
Company I on the 1eftx was progressing, but slowly. Company L
| on the right, Wa.s movlng against 11ght r331stance frem 1nd1vidual
enemy w1th rlfles and autamatle weapons. Thase appeared to be
rear- guard actlons. They would fire a few rounds from a window,
or from behlgd a garden well, then move out'whenliiglgméingde or
60 mm mortar fire began té fall close. By 0800 démﬁany LHQQ;
within SﬁD vards of the bridge and no explosion big.enough to be
the demolition had been heard.

It was time tolcommit the tanks. They should have been up
to Company L by now, but no one knew'where_ﬁhey were, No radio
communication had been provided,so a messenger was sent to look
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for them,

At 0950 Gompany L had reached the bend in the rlver and
had plnched off the enemy in the houses to the east, (See Map B)
One platoon was lefi to contain this group and the rést of the
company pushed on towards the brldge.

The messsnger_sent in search of the tanks returned and_re—..
ported that they were not on aither of the east roads in Company
'L's zone. He had been back to the line of departure and could
not find themn, .Whén asked_why he_hadn;t followed their tfﬁcks he -
replied that ha hadn't even thought of 1t' With a few'well-chosen
words he was convlnced that tanks leave a trail and that he could
follow it. A few more words sent him scurrying to put his newly
acquired knowiedge to the test, |

At 0945 Company L Commander reported that he had committed
his support a1ong the river Eapk-and captured the bridge. Since
_the A & P demolition expert had been lost in the shuffle, Tech.
Sgt. Willis, Platoon Sargeant, ard Platoon, Compény L, had cut
the wires on the live bombs on the bri&ge and takén one Squa&
across to the east bank.

Company L Commander alsoc reported that, though he had the
bridge, he had ne organized platoon to put across o secure the
enemy approaches. He stated his beliefl that one squad was too
weak to hold the position against a determined enemy counter-
attack. One platoén_cf Company K was attached to Company L and
sent to the east side of the river to hold the bridgé. 7

'Aﬁwg??ut 1000 themtanks were_fqynd. Théy had been with Com-
pany I for aﬁéﬁ£.££fee hours; helping mop up the Company I zone
' of advénﬁe.‘ The Gompany I Commander simply took them as a gift
f;;ﬁmHeaven and sald nothlng. The tank platoon leader thought he
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was behznd Company L and d01ng his JOb 80 was gullty of nothlng
except 1031ng his way. The Battallon Commander was 80 pleased
mlth his other company's success that he 0verlooked this minor
mix-up.

By.llOO the battalion zone and objective were mopped up and
the battalion was reorganized and prepared to continue the attack
to thé northeast.

ANALYSIS AND CRITICISH

In this action, the 3rd Battalion made the Regimental Main

Effort. In spite of the fact that it was a flank battalion and,

therefore, had a wide and indefinite zone of aperations, this as-

signment was justified by the opeh,_swampy ground on its right
and the nérrow front of the enemy position in its zone,

The battalion plan was complete and detailed down to attach-
ing trained demolition men to each attack element, but communic-

ations with the tanks were neglected. Becanse of this eversight

) the tanks were not under control when the time came to commit them

and so their services were losi.

During this attack Company L lost two killed and nine wounnd-
ed, Company I six killed and sixteen wounded. The initial as-
sault was less costly to Company L, the assualt troops followed
the artillery by 100 yards and had no caswmalties from the SNEMY .
However, four men were‘wounded by a short round from ocur ewn art-
illerj; Company I stayed 200 yards from the artillery and lost
two killed and five wounded by enemy fire, but none hit-bf our
own shells,

The Staff Inteliigence_Officer should have found out that the .
road was blocked beyond the bridge in time for the Commanding Of-.
ficer to ha#e included it in his plans. The patrol should have
been ordered to make‘a thorough reconnaissance of the route as far
forward as they could.possibly get, or another patrol sent out be—‘
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yond the bridge. In additlon to this it was learnedlafter the
action that one of the.éompaﬁy commanders in the battalion had
legrned that the'road block was there on his recoﬁnaissance the
day before the attack. He was told about it by a comﬁany com-
mander from the lst Battalion, who also had failed to report it
to higher headquarters. Both the 5-2 of the lst Battalion and
the Regimental S-2 denied having had any knowledge of this block
‘before the at;ack. |
All echelons were informed of the battalion mission and its

importance was emphasized., This forethought enabled the platoon
and company commanders to make correct decisions when the critic-
al points were reached.

- LESSONS LEARNED

The lessons to be learned from this speratien are:
1. A comparison of the casualties guffered by the two lead

companies 1ndlcates that fewer men are, hit 1f the assualtlng

AR ST O

troops follow the artlllery preparatlon by 100 yards. This can-

T

not be determined 9051t1ve1y by this action due to Company 1
preparation being fired five minutes later than that fired.for
Company L.

2. Gommunlcatlons and”llﬂisan to.all, sub@rdlnate units must
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be establlshed and malntalned throughaut combat., Control is im-
posslble Wlthout one or the other,

3. Staff members shounld check and superv1se the executlon o
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: of orders. Especially 8-3 should constantly check the location
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and combat preparations of all subordinate and attached units.

4. 1In order to insure prompt and correct declsions all in-
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formatlon on mission and plans should be disseminated to the
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smallest unlts.

5. Units of the Infantry-Tank Team should train together
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prlor to combat in order that personality and tactical confllcts
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may be ironed out before real damage can be done.

6. Perhaps the greatest lesson of all is that 1uck'plays
an important part in all military operations, Alert and inform-
ed attention to detail and prompt exploitation of enemy mistakes

or other "breaks" often decide important issues.
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