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Stephen E. Ambrose always said that the best way to understand history is to study the places
where it was made. Whether visiting Omaha Beach with D-Day veterans to pay homage to
their fallen, following the path of Lewis and Clark down the Missouri River, or tromping the
battlefields of the Civil War, Dr. Ambrose sought to enlighten, entertain and educate with his
tours. Since 1979, when he began leading informal tours to Europe, Stephen Ambrose has
introduced generations, young and old, to the American heroes—citizen soldiers—who fought
and won a nation’s freedom.

D-Day Tour

2010 Tour Dates

D-Day to the Rhine - June & September

Band of Brothers - Mlay & September

WWII in Poland & Germany - September

In the Footsteps of Patton - June

Italian Campaign - October

The Champagne Campaign - May

Lewis & Clark’'s Corps of Discovery - June

Civil War: The Mississippi Campaign - November
Iwo Jima: War in the Pacific - March

Israel - April

= Patton Tnur

Space for all tours is limited —
call today and reserve your spot.

Toll Free 1-888-903-3329

www.stephohambrosstours.com The First Name in Historic Travel.”
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EDITORIAL

Warriors in the Wind

IN THIS, OUR SECOND ISSUE of WWII Quarterly, we are pleased
to devote much of it to exploring the contributions of the airborne
forces—American, German, and British. Like commandos, rangers,
mountain troops, frogmen, submariners, etc., paratroopers are
regarded as one of the “elite” military forces.

Made up strictly of volunteers, these high-risk types of units are characterized as pos-
sessing tough, special training, distinctive capabilities, exceptional courage, and an
unmatched esprit de corps. Often the first into battle, these units also traditionally suffered
disproportionately high casualties. Yet, there were (and are today) no shortage of volun-
teers. It is amazing what some men (and women, too) will endure just to wear a small cloth
insignia or metal badge on their uniforms signifying that they are a cut above the average.

Parachutes were first imagined by Leonardo da Vinci in the 15th century and tested by
the Croatia-born Renaissance scholar Faust Vrancic when he jumped from a tower in
Venice in 1617. People then began jumping from hot-air balloons and, once the airplane
became a practical reality, from aircraft—primarily as a means of escape.

The credit for developing a military parachute doctrine goes to the French, Italians, and
Russians in the 1920s. But it was Nazi Germany and Luftwaffe General Kurt Student who
advanced the concept into a potent weapon of war, when Student’s Fallschirmjager units
used this surprise technique on May 10, 1940, to capture Belgium’s Eben Emael, then
considered the strongest fortress in Europe. On that same day, an even larger drop of
Fallschirmjager took place during the invasion of Holland.

One year later, though, after Germany’s successful airborne and glider raid on the British
garrison at Crete resulted in heavy casualties to the sky soldiers, Hitler forbade further
large-scale airborne assaults. At this same time, however, the British and Americans began
expanding their airborne capabilities.

In this issue, we bring you fascinating stories of the airborne forces. You’ll land with the
Fallschirmjager at Eben Emael, and try to take “a bridge too far” with the British paras
in Holland. You’ll learn about the harrowing experiences of a 101st Airborne Division
trooper who jumped into France and the Netherlands. You’ll be treated to photo essays
of American paratrooper training and even the exploits of “para-dogs”—canines who
earned their jump wings!

You’ll find out about by the 11th Airborne Division’s daring attempt to rescue POW's
in the Philippines, and the Germans’ last-gasp use of paratroopers during the Battle of the
Bulge. And you’ll discover the little-known exploits of Canadian paratroopers during
Operation Varsity—the Allies’ massive crossing of the Rhine near war’s end. There’s some-
thing inside for every fan of airborne operations.

CARL A. GNAM, R.
Editorial Director, Founder

FLINT WHITLOCK
Editor

CONTRIBUTORS:

Richard A. Beranty, Michael Dolan,
Bernd Horn, Michael D. Hull, Kevin
M. Hymel, Eric Niderost, Michael

MARK HINTZ

TINA POUST

Vice President & Publisher

On a personal note, I have a strong attach-
ment to the paratroopers, as I made the
required minimum five jumps at Fort Ben-
ning, Georgia, in 1965 to qualify for my
parachutist’s badge. I still recall the mixture
of fear and exhilaration that I felt on those
jumps (which I wrote about in my recent
novel, Internal Conflicts)—the sense that,
while jumping out of a perfectly good air-
plane with just a few square yards of silk
attached to my shoulders, I was doing some-
thing either incredibly brave or incredibly
stupid. L also still recall that, during my three
weeks of grueling training, I gained a healthy
respect and deep admiration for the airborne
soldiers who, just 20 years earlier, had
jumped into enemy-held territory and skies
full of flying lead.

Today, some say that paratroopers are an
anachronism, as militarily obsolete as the
horse cavalry, their arrival in a battle zone
having been superceded by helicopter-borne
troops. That may be true from a strictly tac-
tical point of view, but there is no denying
that those who still qualify for their jump
wings consider their training and “elite sta-
tus” to be an important part of the overall
military tradition, worthy of respect and
emulation.

On more thing. As this is a brand-new
publication, we hope you’ll write or e-mail
us with your comments—either praise or
criticism. Let us know what your interests
are and what kinds of articles you’d like to
see. And, if you’re a writer, please tell us
what articles you would like to contribute.
If it pertains to World War II, we want to
see it!

Flint Whitlock, Editor
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Iron Annie

SHORTLY BEFORE DAWN on May 20, 1941, a flight of 500 transport planes took off from
seven airstrips on mainland Greece. As they climbed upward, the tri-motor aircraft emerged
from reddish-orange clouds of dust into blue sky. The dust clouds were generated by the pro-
peller wash from hundreds of engines sitting on unpaved runways as the planes prepared for
takeoff. Inside each aircraft, a dozen German paratroopers sat hunched on

A Junkers Ju-52 transport

52/1m) and the other was a three-engine
commercial passenger plane (Ju-52/3m) built
to carry 17 passengers.

The first single-engine Ju-52 made its
maiden flight on October 13, 1930. It was
followed six months later by the three-engine
version’s maiden flight in April 1931. After
just a few years in service, production of the
single-engine version came to an abrupt halt
in 1934, but the three-engine version, which
offered better safety and considerably more
power, captured the interest of Lufthansa as
well as international cus-

canvas benches sweating profusely inside their heavy uniforms. Each one wel- aircraft is directed along tomers that used the aircraft
comed the cool air that swept through the cabins once the aircraft were aloft. FRUSCRAMICEYELICTILE  for both passenger and freight

The planes lumbered in tightly packed formations at low altitude over the
pale blue waters of the Aegean Sea toward their objective. Once they crossed

crewman. The Ju-52 began
its operational life as a
passenger airliner. INSET:

purposes.
The Ju-52/3m had a wing

the coast of enemy-held Crete, they were greeted by a storm of flak that rocked [EFNNTARSINAETRTSASISeIN  span of 29.5 meters and mea-
the planes as if they were trees in the wind. Ignoring the turbulence, the vet- LIGTRET IR U sured 18.9 meters from nose

eran paratroopers stood up, shuffled toward the cargo door, and flung them-

supplies during Operation
Mercury, the invasion of

to tail. The all-metal plane

selves spread eagle toward the ground below. Once the flight crews had deliv- Crete in May 1941, (80/20 magnesium/alu-

ered their human cargo to its destination, they turned their aircraft back toward
the mainland to load the next wave. Operation Mercury, the largest airborne
invasion the world had yet seen, was without doubt the finest hour of the
Junkers Ju-52 transport, known to its crews as “Tante Ju,” or Auntie Junkers.

The Ju-52 was originally envisioned as a commercial venture in 1925 by
Deutsche Lufthansa. The concept moved from paper to production when the
project was turned over to Junkers in 1928. Its chief designer, Ernst Zindel,
oversaw work on two concepts. One was a single-engine freight aircraft (Ju-

ol

minum) was easily recognized
not only by its three-engine
configuration but also by a
box-like, corrugated fuselage
that gave it an almost unfin-
ished appearance.

Deutsche Lufthansa began
flying the Ju-52/3m on heav-

Left:ullstein bild/Below: National Archives




ily traveled commercial routes, such as Berlin
to London and Berlin to Rome in late 1932.
Twenty-five countries throughout Europe
and North and South America purchased the
aircraft for commercial use during the 1930s.
For 13 years from 1932 to 19435, the Junkers
German factories produced Ju-52 variants.
It was during its first few years in operation
that the Ju-52 earned the endearing nick-
names “Tante Ju” and “Eisen Annie” (Iron
Annie) because of its reliability and perfor-
mance that resulted in few forced landings
and the need for minimal repair work.

When Adolf Hitler was elected chancellor
of Germany in 1933, the future German dic-
tator instructed the Air Ministry to put a plan
into action to build a 1,000-plane air force.
He did this despite the fact that Germany was
prohibited from having any military aircraft
through the Treaty of Versailles. Rather than
develop an entirely new transport aircraft,
the ministry ordered the conversion of a large
number of existing aircraft from civilian to
military use.

Minimal alteration was required. The Ju-
52/3m freight version had a hatch in the roof
for loading by crane, a large cargo door on
the starboard side just behind the wing, and
a door for passengers on the port side. A new
hole was cut into the roof to accommodate
a dorsal machine gun, and the interior was
reconfigured for different missions.

The Ju-52/3m began its military service as
a bomber during the Spanish Civil War. Dur-
ing the blitzkrieg period of World War II
from 1939 to 1941 it served in a support role
by delivering paratroopers to their targets,
towing gliders carrying assault troops, and
transferring air landing troops to captured
airfields. After the invasion of Crete in May
1941, the airplane was used primarily for
delivering fuel, ammunition, and supplies to
troops in forward areas or isolated pockets
and evacuating wounded.

A military version of Eisen Annie, desig-
nated the Ju-52/3mg3e was ready for service
in 1934. While a version designated the Ju-
52/3m Sa3 was already operating for the
Reichswehr in the role of personnel transport,
cargo carrier, and pilot trainer, the g3e was
intended as an interim bomber before more
sophisticated bombers were available in

National Archives/Below: Amber Books

1936. The military version was powered by
three 660 hp BMW 132A radial engines and
armed with dorsal and ventral 7.92 MG 15
machine guns, the latter of which was affixed
to the aircraft’s underside with a retractable
dustbin attachment. When fully loaded,
whether with troops or supplies, the aircraft
had a top speed of 171 miles per hour and a
cruising speed of about 120 miles per hour.
The Ju-52/3m’s round-trip range carrying a
1,984-pound load was 720 miles. This range
increased to 900 miles with a lighter load
(992 pounds) or decreased to 450 miles with
a heavier load (3,306 pounds).

The Ju-52/3m was equipped with robust
landing gear that enabled it to take off and
land on dirt or grass strips as short as 400
meters that other aircraft could not use.
What is more, the metal structure could with-
stand considerable punishment, which
enabled the crews to complete their missions
and limp back to safety when damaged.

Shortly after the Spanish Civil War broke
out in July 1936, Hitler sent 20 Ju-52/3ms in
September to support Nationalist General
Francisco Franco in his struggle against the
Republican forces on the Iberian peninsula.
During the conflict, Eisen Annie served in a
dual role of troop transport and interim
bomber. Two years before, the Reichswehr
(the Luftwaffe was not reconstituted until
1935) had requested that the Junkers plant at

German airborne troops are seated inside their
Ju-52 transport plane en route to drop zones on
Crete. The German paratroopers suffered horren-
dous casualties during the invasion but eventually
secured the island after several days of hard
fighting.

Dessau convert the Ju-52/3m to a bomber
configuration (the g3e), and Junkers engineers
had installed vertical magazines in its lower
cargo bay to accommodate 3,306 pounds of
explosives. The makeshift bombers operated
with crews of five handling the positions of
pilot, co-pilot, radio operator, dorsal gunner,
and bombardier/ventral gunner.

Early in the conflict, the Ju-52/3ms played
a key role in transporting 13,900 Moorish
troops and their heavy weapons to Spain. Lt.
Col. Rudolf Moreau established the first offi-
cial bomber squadron numbering 10 Ju-
52/3mg3es in November 1936 to support the
Nationalist ground forces. During the course
of the conflict, the Moreau squadron dropped
more than 6,000 tons of bombs on enemy
positions and enemy-held territory. However,
the Ju-52/3m’s bomber days were numbered
not only because of its lack of speed and
maneuverability but because it could not
accommodate the horizontal bomb racks that
were being installed on newer medium-range
bombers in production. As the fighter threat
grew more severe in the following months,
the Ju-52/3mg3e’s were replaced with more
advanced bombers, such as the Dornier Do-

ol



17 and the Heinkel He-111. While the Span-
ish Civil War raged on into its third year, the
Ju-52/3ms functioning as bombers were con-
verted back to transports.

The invasion of Denmark and Norway
on April 9, 1941, known as Operation
Wesertibung, heralded the use of Ju-52/3ms
to deliver paratroopers and air landing forces
to the battlefield. During Wesertibung, the
transports performed a number of key roles,
including dropping paratroopers, ferrying air
landing troops to captured airfields, and
delivering heavy weapons and supplies to
paratroopers and other ground forces.

Weseriibung involved the first paratrooper
attacks in military history. On the first day of
the invasion, the paratroopers seized the
Vordingborg Bridge linking Copenhagen
with its ferry terminal and two airfields at
Aalborg in Denmark. The Ju-52/3ms also
dropped paratroopers at three key airfields in
southern Norway at the cities of Oslo, Sta-
vanger, and Kristiansand.

As the battle progressed over the follow-
ing days, the Ju-52/3ms played a crucial role
delivering weapons and supplies to the Ger-
man troops fighting Allied forces at the
North Sea port of Narvik. A particularly
daring mission involved the ferrying of a
fully equipped mountain battery to a frozen
lake 15 miles north of Narvik with little
chance of their returning due to the extreme
conditions. The planes took off from Ham-
burg, refueled at Oslo, and proceeded to
their destination. They remained on the
frozen lake until they sank in the spring
thaw. The lost planes, however, were only a
small part of the Ju-52/3m losses incurred
during the overall operation. The Luftwaffe
counted about 150 transports destroyed or
damaged beyond repair by the end of the
affair. It was a taste of the heavy losses to
come in campaigns ahead.

The Ju-52/3m had various types of landing
gear to adapt to both snow and water. Dur-
ing the fighting in Norway, wheeled landing
gear was replaced with floats to enable the
planes to land in that country’s numerous
fjords. Similarly, skis replaced wheels when
the Ju-52s had to land in the vast expanses of
Russia during the cold months, whether at
the front line or in rear areas. In addition, the
service crews eventually removed the tear-
shaped wheel covers from most planes serv-

=== AIRBORNE ASSAULT
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National Archives

ing on the Eastern Front when they discov-
ered that mud collected quickly inside them.

Other modifications were made to accom-
modate paratroopers and to provide better
protection against enemy fighter aircraft that
attacked the Ju-52/3ms like sharks feeding
on fish. The Ju-52 g4f included a reinforced
cargo compartment floor, side, and loading
doors. It could carry 12 to 13 fully equipped
paratroopers and up to 18 air landing
troops. In 1941, these planes were upgunned
when the dorsal 7.9mm MG 15 was
replaced with the 13mm MG 131. While the
heavier gun afforded protection against
attacks from the rear, the aircraft remained
vulnerable to frontal attacks. For this rea-
son, an additional MG 15 was installed in
the roof of the cockpit and manned by the
radioman. By this time the ventral dustbin
had become impractical and was removed
from many of the transports.

The Ju-52 also was employed as a
minesweeper. At the start of the war, German
scientists discovered that mines laid by
British aircraft along German-held coastline
could be detonated by a magnetic field. Thus,
the Ju-52 g4f was outfitted with an enor-
mous horizontal ring on the underside and
wings. An electrical charge was fed into the
aluminum ring by a battery. Since the mines
were equipped with delayed fuses of seven
seconds, the mines detonated about 200 to
300 meters behind the aircraft flying at low
level. The minesweeper version was first
deployed in 1940 along the Dutch coast and
saw its greatest use along the coastline of

With a Ju-52
transport in the
8 background,
German Field
Marshal Gerd
von Rundstedt
meets an Italian
officer at an
airfield. The

B Ju-52 carried
a4 personnel on
long trips while
lg8y also serving as
§ the primary air
% transport for the
W resupply of the
@ German Army.

occupied France.

The Junkers engineers designed two
improved versions of the Ju-52 that were
intended as replacements for the original
design but never made it to full production.
The Ju-252 had three Jumo 211 engines,
was armed with the MG 131 dorsal gun
placed directly behind the cockpit, and had
nearly three times the load-carrying capacity
of the Ju-52. It did not have the Ju-52’s cor-
rugated exterior, and it came equipped with
a hydraulic rear loading ramp to make load-
ing and unloading of weapons and equip-
ment easier. After its maiden voyage in Octo-
ber 1941, roughly 15 were completed. The
following year production began on the Ju-
352. This variation was constructed of alter-
nate materials, due to a shortage of metal,
and featured three BMW-Bramo engines.
The 352 made its maiden flight on October
1,1943.

Following Weseriibung, the Ju-52s had lit-
tle time to be repaired and reoutfitted before
they were delivering paratroopers to key
objectives in Belgium and Holland the fol-
lowing month. About 430 Ju-52s partici-
pated in the operation. A group of 40 were
assigned to tow DFS 230 gliders carrying
assault troops who captured the Belgian
fortress of Eben Emael, while the remaining
390 carried paratroopers and air landing
troops to seize bridges and other objectives in
Fortress Holland where the cities of Amster-
dam and Rotterdam were located. The heavy
attrition among the Luftwaffe’s Ju-52 fleet
continued in the Western Campaign with



167 of the aircraft involved destroyed.

An even larger, more significant airborne
invasion took place almost exactly one year
later. After the fall of mainland Greece, Hitler
launched Operation Mercury to capture the
island of Crete and deny the Allies the use of
its three airfields. More than 500 Ju-52/3ms
dropped the four parachute regiments of the
7th Air Division onto the island and also fer-
ried the 5th Mountain Division to Maleme
airfield, which was captured on the second
day. It was the first battle conducted entirely
by paratroops and air landing forces.

During the first day’s assault, the Ju-
52/3ms not only towed 75 gliders carrying
the 7th Division’s elite assault regiment but
also delivered three regiments in two waves
to seven separate objectives on the island’s
north coast. It was a costly battle in lives and
equipment, with the Luftwaffe losing 271 of
the 502 Ju-52/3m aircraft assigned to the
operation. The thin-skinned fuselages and
wings proved vulnerable to heavy antiaircraft
fire from British and Commonwealth forces
in strong positions. As a result of this expe-
rience and subsequent experiences on the
Eastern Front, engineers made the air frames
of a number of Ju-52s bulletproof to protect
the flight crews.

More than 50 Ju-52/3ms had been
deployed in December 1940 to Foggia, Italy,
to support Italian operations in Albania and
North Africa. They transported 1,665 Italian
soldiers to Albania and evacuated more than
8,730 wounded Italians back to Italy over the
next five months until Greece fell in April.
Three months later, General Erwin Rommel
arrived in North Africa at the port of Tripoli,
Libya, with his Afrika Korps. Ju-52s were an
integral part of supply operations from the
time Rommel landed until the Germans evac-
uated the last of their forces from Tunisia in
May 1943,

After United States forces invaded Morocco
and Algeria in November 1942, U.S. fighters
regularly intercepted Ju-52s engaged in the
evacuation of forces from North Africa to
Sicily. In a stunning aerial battle on April 5,
1943, U.S. Lockheed P-38 Lightnings jumped
an armada of more than 50 Ju-52s in the early
morning off the western coast of Sicily. The
U.S. fighters shot 14 out of the sky and dam-
aged 65 parked on Sicilian airstrips. Another
Allied victory occurred on April 18 when U.S.

German soldiers exit a Ju-52 which has just
landed following a hazardous flight across the
Mediterranean Sea from an airfield in Italy.

fighter aircraft pounced on an armada of 65
Ju-52s moving men and materiel and shot
down 24 planes. Nevertheless, the Ju-52s left
behind an impressive legacy, having flown
8,388 soldiers and ferried 5,040 tons of sup-
plies to North Africa to support Rommel’s
campaigns.

The Junkers factories increased production
of Ju-52/3ms from 388 in 1940 to 502 and
503 in 1941 and 1942, respectively. The
increased production was necessary to liter-
ally feed the hungry stomachs of Germans
soldiers on the Eastern Front. Five of the six
air transport groups were shifted to occupied
territories in the East to support troops oper-
ating hundreds of miles from the German
frontier where partisans frequently disrupted
supply lines and retreating Soviet forces prac-
ticed a scorched earth policy.

When their blitzkrieg ground to a halt a
short distance from Moscow during the win-
ter of 1941, large numbers of Germans were
cut off in subsequent Soviet counterattacks.
The only way they could receive supplies was
by Ju-52s either landing on airstrips inside
the pockets or dropping supplies from the air.
The largest pocket stemming from the Soviet
winter offensive of 1941-1942 resulted in the
creation of the Demyansk pocket where
nearly 100,000 German soldiers were sur-
rounded by the Soviet Eleventh and Thirty-
Fourth Armies. The forces trapped inside the
Demyansk cauldron required about 300 tons

of supplies per day. About 75 Ju-52s flew
33,000 sorties into the pocket, which existed
from February 8 to April 21, 1942.

While the Ju-52s rose to the occasion in
those situations, they would not be able to
meet the impossible demands of supplying
the German Sixth Army when it was sur-
rounded at Stalingrad by four Soviet army
groups in mid-November 1942. The success
at Demyansk made Luftwaffe chief Hermann
Goring and others believe it would be possi-
ble to supply the troops until they could be
relieved. The daily requirement was 600
tons, which was twice that of the Demyansk
pocket. This would require 300 Ju-52s. Even
though all air transport resources on the
Eastern Front were brought to bear, the num-
ber could not be mustered, and the actual
number available steadily declined through
battle losses. The greatest amount of supplies
ever delivered on a given day was 289 tons,
while the average was around 90 tons.

When the last airfield (Pitomnik) inside the
pocket fell to the Soviets in mid-January
1943, the transports resorted to dropping
supplies from the air. By the time the Sixth
Army surrendered on February 2, the Luft-
waffe had lost the equivalent of 266 Ju-52s
in a futile effort to supply the beleaguered
forces.

Like the breadwinner who is devoted to
feeding his family, the Ju-52 would supply
troops with food and ammunition in other
major pockets until the end of the war,
including the Crimean peninsula in 1944-
1945, Budapest, and Breslau. Of the 2,822
Ju-52/3ms produced from 1939 to 1944,
only 190 were left in service when Berlin fell
on May 7.

Although the Ju-52/3m was clearly infe-
rior in terms of flight speed and payload to
the U.S. Douglas DC-3 Dakota/C-47 Sky-
train, it has earned accolades from military
aviation experts for its versatile perfor-
mance during the war. There is little doubt
that it will be associated for a long time with
both the highs and lows of the Third Reich
in World War II. o

Vienna, Virginia, freelance writer William
Welsh has written articles on conflicts from
the Middle Ages to World War 11. He is also
a regular contributor to Sovereign Media’s
Military Heritage magazine.
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Airborne Tour of Duty

General James M. Gavin and the 82nd
Airborne Division became legendary during
World War II.

SHORTLY AFTER MIDNIGHT on Monday, June 5, 1944, the dark skies over the coast of
northern France were filled with thunder.

Fourteen hundred C-47 and C-53 transport planes and 3,500 gliders were carrying 20,000
British and American paratroopers to assigned drop zones behind the French coast to spear-
head the massive, long-awaited Allied invasion of Normandy on the morning of June 6. The
airborne soldiers were to seize key junctions and bridges and to prevent German reinforce-
ments from reaching the five landing beaches.

Wave after wave of planes droned over the coast and approached their drop zones. Inside
each transport and glider, young paratroopers sat tensely fingering their weapons, adjusting

Adjusting his parachute
pack, James Gavin pre-
pares to jump into Holland
during Operation Market-
Garden in September of
1944. Despite being
injured in the jump, Gavin
retained command of the
82nd Airborne.
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their heavy packs, and waiting for the order
to hook up and jump.

The U.S. 82nd and 101st Airborne divi-
sions, led by Maj. Gens. Matthew B. Ridg-
way and Maxwell D. Taylor, respectively,
were headed for the town of Ste. Mere-Eglise
astride the Merderet River in the Cotentin
Peninsula. Maj. Gen. Richard N. Gale’s
British 6th Airborne Division was headed
for a 24-square-mile area east of Caen,
where the famed “Red Devils” were to cap-
ture bridges on the Caen Canal and the Orne
River and knock out a coastal battery at
Merville threatening British landings at
Sword Beach.

The formations of transports carrying the
American paratroopers neared six drop
zones within a few miles of Ste. Mere-Eglise.
In the first C-47, leading the battle-tested
82nd “All-American” Division, a slim, hand-
some officer peered through a window at the
darkness and waited impatiently. Except for
pathfinders who had jumped an hour earlier
to prepare the drop zones, Brig. Gen. James
Maurice Gavin, deputy commander of the
division, would be the first man to parachute
10 miles behind the German lines.

Thirty-seven-year-old Gavin and his men
had taken off from Cottesmore in the English
Midlands a few hours before. Gavin knew
that his troopers had only eight and a half
minutes in which to jump in order to land in
the correct drop zones. After ordering the
men to stand and hook up their parachutes,
Gavin glanced out of the window again and
saw the thickest fog he had ever seen. He
could see nothing—not even the next plane.

The fuselage door was opened, and sud-
denly the fog disappeared. “It was gone just as
quickly as it had appeared,” Gavin reported
later. “I could see Ste. Mere-Eglise down there.
I think it was the most dramatic moment of
my life. Everything had depended on us jump-
ing at just the right time.” A few
seconds later, he shouted, “Let’s
go!” He tumbled out of the door
at an altitude of 600 feet, and
stick after stick of paratroopers
leaped out into the darkness.

Men of the 101st Division
dropped into flooded meadows
near Utah Beach after their




planes slipped past German coastal batteries
without being fired on. But the 82nd ran into
increasing fire, and many inexperienced
pilots veered off course during the final run
into the drop zones. Many troopers jumped
several minutes too late into a sky filled with
tracers and small-arms fire. They were criti-
cally scattered.

Ridgway’s division fared much worse than
Taylor’s. Some men landed as much as 25
miles from Ste. Mere-Eglise, and many of the
gliders plowed into hedgerows and buildings,
pancaked into rivers, or settled helplessly into
the Merderet River marshes. Casualties were
high, and 60 percent of all equipment—
including mortars, radios, and ammuni-
tion—was lost. Hundreds of gear-laden
troopers fell into treacherous swamps, and
many drowned in less than two feet of water.
Only one unit of the 82nd, the 505th Para-
chute Infantry Regiment, jumped into its
assigned zone.

Meanwhile, scattered groups of troopers
struggled out of the marshes, using toy
mechanical crickets to recognize each other in
the darkness and trying to regroup and orga-
nize themselves. General Ridgway found him-
self alone, pistol in hand, in a field. At this
time, Gavin was miles away in the Merderet
River swamps. He had dropped into a pasture
north of La Fiere, far from his assigned drop
zone. But “Slim Jim” Gavin wasted no time,
for he knew that by dawn his men would be
under heavy attack when the German defend-
ers realized what was happening.

By 4 AM, he had managed to round up a
small group of stray troopers. He stood knee
deep in cold water while the men tried unsuc-
cessfully to salvage an antitank gun from a
half-submerged Waco cargo glider. Gavin did
not know where he was until his aide, Lieu-
tenant Hugo Olson, reported that there was
a railroad embankment nearby. The general
knew that the Cherbourg-Carentan line
passed through the Merderet valley. He felt
better.

He led his band, which now numbered
about 200, southward along the embankment
to the vicinity of La Fiere, where he found
another 300 men from various regiments
milling about. Gavin split the force. He kept
half at La Fiere, to seize the bridge there, and

Dotting the sky, men of the 82nd Airborne exit a C-47
transport aircraft and descend earthward.

sent the other men to Chef-du-Pont to capture
another bridge.

As the sun rose on June 6, Gavin found
himself walking back and forth between La
Fiere and Chef-du-Pont, organizing and
encouraging his troops as they fought to
secure the two vital Merderet River spans.
The Chef-du-Pont bridge was seized after a
bitter fight, but it would take two days to
capture the La Fiere span from the tenacious
Germans.

Meanwhile, Gavin’s men dug in around
the Merderet and Douve crossings and held
the rear of Utah Beach, where the 4th
Infantry Division was landing. Gavin, never
without his M-1 rifle, was close to his men at
all times. They loved and respected him
because he was a first-class soldier and was
concerned with their welfare. They called
him “Grandma” because his first question to
a Gl was often: “When was the last time you
had a hot meal, son?” His rapport with
enlisted men was unique among generals.

“He was the kind of man who never had to
raise his voice,” said Jack Norton, who served
under him for nine years. “He led by exam-
ple.” Another trooper, Sergeant William
Tucker, reported, “Gavin was always up front
prowling around ... Wherever the battle was,
wherever the troops needed to see and hear
him, there was Gavin.” Ted Morgan, a med-
ical corpsman and later selectman in Edgar-

town, Massachusetts, would recall Gavin
administering first aid to a badly injured staff
sergeant during the Battle of the Bulge and
bandaging him up.

He seemed to be fearless. Bill Walton of
Time magazine reported, “I remember see-
ing the two of them (Ridgway and Gavin)
walking down a road in Normandy with all
sorts of stuff flying around. I was creeping
along down in the ditch by the side of the
road, and when they saw me, they yelled
simultaneously, ‘Get up here and walk like a
man!” And I did.” Gavin was a soldier’s sol-
dier. One division veteran recalled, “He
could jump higher, shout louder, spit farther,
and fight harder than any man I ever saw.”

The All-Americans fought hard on a min-
imum of rest and food during those early
days in Normandy. By the morning of June
8, they had gained almost full control of
their objective area and were eliminating
pockets of resistance. Casualties were high;
on D-Day alone, the 82nd lost 1,259 men
killed, wounded, or missing.

After the capture of the La Fiere bridge
and the successful drop of the 325th Glider
Infantry Regiment, the 82nd Airborne began
a drive to cut off the Cotentin Peninsula. The
troopers captured Saint Sauveur-le-Vicomte
and advanced to La Haye du Puits near the
western coast of the peninsula. Casualties
continued to mount; 57 percent of the divi-
sion’s men were killed or wounded in 33
days of fighting without relief.

In the second week of July 1944, with the
Normandy beachhead secured and the strate-
gic port of Cherbourg in American hands,
the exhausted troopers of the two airborne
divisions boarded LSTs for England. The
82nd had 5,245 of its men listed as casual-
ties. In Southampton, brass bands greeted the
All-Americans, and in the Midland towns
around their base, they were treated to many
rounds of drinks in the inns.

General Gavin was awarded a cluster to
his Distinguished Service Cross for “extra-
ordinary heroism” while personally reorga-
nizing a battalion and directing an attack on
the town of Le Motey on June 9. That
August, when General Ridgway was given
command of the 18th Airborne Corps, Gavin
moved up to head the 82nd Airborne Divi-
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sion. At 37, he was the youngest divisional
commander in the Army since the Civil War.

The man who was proving to be one of the
leading airborne tacticians and combat offi-
cers of World War II came from humble
beginnings. Born in Brooklyn, New York, on
March 22, 1907, Gavin was orphaned before
he was two years old. He was adopted by
Martin and Mary (Tearle) Gavin, and
brought up in Mount Carmel, Pennsylvania.
His new father was a semi-literate immigrant
coal miner, and the family lived in poverty.
“My parents were kind people; they could
hardly read or write,” Gavin recalled. The
boy attended parochial schools and did odd
jobs to help support his parents—delivering
newspapers, picking coal, and assisting in a
barber shop.

Young Jim developed a thirst for knowl-
edge, with a particular interest in military
affairs. He wrote an outline of the Civil War
for his class and read every book he could
get his hands on. There was then no library
in the town, so he had to content himself
with reading the books in the store where he
picked up his newspapers. At the age of 15,
Jim left school to become a clerk in a shoe
store and later managed a filling station. But
by the time he was 17, he was restless.

He was frustrated by his lack of education
and felt that he had exhausted the few oppor-
tunities that Mount Carmel offered. Learning
that he could further his education in the
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Army, he left home a week after his 17th
birthday in 1924 and enlisted in the Coast
Artillery. He served in the 16th and 2nd Reg-
iments and rose to corporal in 15 months.

Assigned to the Panama Canal Zone, Jim
was delighted to find a library at his new
post. He made full use of it, teaching himself
algebra and other subjects. An old sergeant
persuaded him to take a competitive exami-
nation for admission to the U.S. Military
Academy. Gavin had only an eighth-grade
education, but he was ambitious and deter-
mined. He laboriously mastered the text-
books page by page, managed to pass the
tests, and was accepted as a cadet at West
Point on June 30, 1925.

With his humble background and lack of
education, he realized that he was an odd-
ball in the Long Gray Line. “When they got
me, they got a case they could put in a labo-
ratory and watch,” he said later. “I was a per-
fect experimental subject. Well, they stimu-
lated me to study my goddamn head off. I
began to read extensively.” To pass his first-
semester “writs,” the young man had to get
up at 4:30 AM and study in the barracks
latrines. He persevered, squeaking through
his first year and gradually catching up with
his classmates. He finished in the top third
of his class, ranking 185th in a class of 299.
Gavin graduated on June 13, 1929, and was
commissioned in the infantry.

After taking three months of flight training

at the Army Air Corps Primary Flying School
at Brooks Field in Texas, Lieutenant Gavin
joined the 25th Infantry Regiment at Camp
Harry S. Jones in Arizona. Then followed
tours of duty with the Infantry School at Fort
Benning, Georgia (graduating in 1933), and
with infantry regiments in Oklahoma, the
Philippines, and Washington State. He was
promoted to first lieutenant in 1934 and cap-
tain in 1939.

In August 1940, Gavin returned to West
Point as an instructor in tactics. He studied
the European war closely, particularly air-
borne operations, and saw their almost lim-
itless possibilities. He applied for a transfer to
a new parachute battalion at Fort Benning,
but he was one of the best young instructors
at the academy and the superintendent dis-
approved it. But Gavin persisted, cajoling a
friend at the War Department to pull some
strings and find a replacement for him at
West Point. So, in August 1941, the tenacious
young officer left for the new Army Para-
chute School at Fort Benning.

He completed jump training and displayed
considerable ability in organizing and train-
ing units in airborne infantry tactics. Pro-
moted to major and then lieutenant colonel,
he attended the Command and General Staff
School at Fort Leavenworth, Kansas, and
eventually took command of the 505th Para-
chute Infantry Regiment at Fort Benning in
the summer of 1942. He welded the regiment
into an efficient unit. Gavin devoted himself
fully to airborne tactics, though he would
often admit to his men, “Jumping is a poor
means of transportation from the plane to
the ground.” The regiment was transferred to
Fort Bragg, North Carolina, where it became
part of the new 82nd Airborne Division.
Gavin became a temporary colonel in Sep-
tember 1942, and the following April the
division was sent overseas.

After a 12-day voyage, Maj. Gen.
Matthew B. Ridgway’s division docked in
Casablanca on May 10, 1943. It moved over-
land by train to Oujda in French Morocco,
where pup tents were set up and more train-
ing started. The troopers chafed and itched
for action. Ridgway told them, “You’ve got
to be tough because the German you meet
will be goddamned tough!”

Ridgway told Gavin that the 82nd and the
British 1st Airborne Division were to spear-



head Operation Husky, the Allied invasion
of Sicily, that July. It would be the largest
two-nation sea and air assault in history and
would inflict the first sledgehammer blow on
Nazi-held Europe. There were not enough C-
47s available to drop the entire division, so
the initial assault would be made by Gavin’s
505th Parachute Infantry Regiment, rein-
forced by a battalion of Colonel Reuben H.
Tucker’s 504th Parachute Infantry Regiment.
They would be the first U.S. troops to invade
Europe—in the first American airborne oper-
ation on a regimental scale, and the first mass
parachute drop at night.

More training followed in bivouac at
Kairouan, Tunisia. After General Dwight D.
Eisenhower, the Allied ground commander,
and his Algiers staff finally approved the plan
for Operation Husky, Colonel Gavin dis-
tributed a letter on July 9 to his troopers. It
read, “Tonight you embark upon a combat
mission for which our people and the free
people of the world have been waiting for
two years.... The eyes of the world are upon
you. The hopes and prayers of every Ameri-
can go with you....”

The airborne drops would precede an
amphibious invasion by General Bernard L.
Montgomery’s British Eighth Army and Lt.
Gen. George S. Patton Jr.’s U.S. Seventh
Army. The paratroopers would block enemy
counterattacks against the beaches and seize
key bridges to block Axis reinforcements.
Gavin’s force was to drop north and north-
east of the port of Gela and capture strategic
high ground at Piano Lupo, while the British
“Red Devils” would land in gliders and take
the Ponte Grande bridge to allow the Eighth
Army to attack Syracuse.

The Allied armada steamed toward the
rocky island of Sicily. Daylight was fading on
July 9 as Brigadier P.H.W. Hicks’s British
paratroopers clambered aboard 144 Horsa
and Waco gliders at airfields around
Kairouan. C-47s and Royal Air Force Albe-
marle and Halifax bombers towed them aloft
and droned toward Sicily. Two hours later,
Gavin’s force boarded 266 C-47s and took
off into the night.

The inexperienced pilots ran into high
winds shortly after takeoff, and the transports
were blown off course as heavy weather
assaulted the armada below. Many of the C-
47s missed signal beacons on Malta, two gave
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ABOVE: Transport aircraft fly low over
an open field as the 82nd Airborne
conducts a training exercise in North
Africa. RIGHT: Maj. Gen. James M.
Gavin. OPPOSITE: Gesturing toward a
map of the landing area, Gavin holds a
briefing for his staff shortly before the
Holland jump.

up and returned to North Africa, and one
plane crashed into the Mediterranean. Instead
of approaching in orderly V-formations, many
of the planes carrying Gavin’s men neared
Sicily from every direction.

The British were faring worse. Approach-
ing Cape Passero, the British formation was
hit by enemy antiaircraft fire and tracers, and
confused pilots released their gliders prema-
turely. Sixty-seven gliders plunged into the
sea with a loss of 200 men, and only five glid-
ers managed to reach Cape Passero. Less
than 100 Red Devils reached the Ponte
Grande bridge, but they held it until British
infantry arrived.

Meanwhile, riding in a C-47 that was off
course, Colonel Gavin stood in the open
door and looked for a landmark. There was
land beneath, but was it Sicily? The green
light flashed, and Gavin leaped into the dark-
ness. Immediately behind him came bearded
John H. Thompson of the Chicago Tribune.

When he hit the ground, Gavin was still
not sure that he had landed in Sicily. Twenty
troopers landed near him, but the officer did
not know that the airborne assault had been
chaotic and that U.S. paratroopers were
being scattered all over southeastern Sicily.
Most of his men were floating to Earth near
Noto, 60 miles to the east in the British sec-
tor—far from their drop zone near Gela.

Gavin’s planeload had come down near the
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town of Vittoria, 20 miles east of Gela and in
the hills overlooking the beaches where the
U.S. 45th “Thunderbird” Division was to
land. Four hours after the drop, Gavin still
had only 20 men under his command. He
had left Tunisia with 3,405. As dawn
approached, he felt angry and impatient.

Small groups of paratroopers were now
roaming across the rocky hills, cutting tele-
phone wires and skirmishing with enemy
patrols. Shortly after 3 AM, thou-
sands of Allied infantrymen
began wading ashore from land-
ing craft, meeting fierce but brief
resistance.

Gavin and his little group
marched toward the sound of
distant gunfire, hoping to find the
rest of the combat team. But they
still did not know what island
they had landed on—Sicily, Cor-
sica, or Sardinia? Early on the
morning of July 11, Gavin found out when
he stumbled onto an outpost of the Thun-
derbirds. He then led his group to Vittoria,
where he grabbed a jeep and driver and raced
toward Gela as dawn was breaking. Along
the way, Gavin rounded up 250 wandering
men of his combat team. He felt better now.

Meanwhile, General Paul Conrath’s elite
Hermann Goring Panzer Division was grind-
ing toward Gela to smash the 45th Infantry
Division. Along the road to Gela, Gavin
heard heavy small-arms fire erupting half a
mile away from the Biazza Ridge, where the
Germans were dug in. A force of 750 panz-
ergrenadiers, a company of Tiger tanks, and
an armored artillery battalion, the eastern
column of the Goring Division, headed over
the ridge toward Gavin and his troopers. He
did not know it, but Gavin and his little force
were about to fight one of the critical actions
of the Sicily invasion.

“Jumping Jim” Gavin commanded a mot-
ley group of paratroopers, engineers, cooks,
clerks, orderlies, and riggers. He had no field
guns, antitank guns, or tanks, and he knew
he would be greatly outnumbered. But he
decided to fight; he had waited long enough
for action.

He formed his men into a skirmish line,
with himself in the center, and waved his
arm. The Germans on the ridge opened up
with automatic weapons and rifle fire, killing
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three of Gavin’s scouts. The troopers hit the
dirt, firing. More men were cut down, but
Gavin and his soldiers pressed forward. The
Americans fired furiously and yelled wildly.
Despite increasing casualties, Colonel
Gavin’s little force expanded. Hearing the
clatter and whine of gunfire, other Gls in the
vicinity rushed to Biazza Ridge. They
included part of a company of the 180th
Infantry Regiment, a lost platoon of the 45th
Division, knots of paratroopers, and even a
couple of Navy ensigns who had parachuted
in to coordinate naval gun support.

With their firepower increased, Gavin led
his men up the ridge, and the Germans with-
drew. By afternoon, the Americans were atop
the high ground and enjoying a brief rest. But
the fight was not over. As the GIs took over
the enemy foxholes, German artillery and
mortar fire began to rock the ridge. The
Americans tried feverishly to deepen their
holes. Gavin, using a shallow slit trench as
his command post, then decided to follow a
basic rule he had learned at West Point: when
the enemy is on the run, pursue him. He
ordered his men into action again.

The troopers moved down the ridge and
along a road toward the retreating Germans.
Then they heard a fearful sound—the rum-
ble of diesel engines and the clank of steel
treads. The Tiger tanks were coming to crush
the All-Americans. Rounding a bend in the
dusty road, Gavin’s men suddenly were con-
fronted by half a dozen big Mark VI Tiger
tanks. The paratroopers had only ineffective
2.36-inch bazookas with which to defend
themselves against armor. Fired at point-
blank range, the rockets bounced harmlessly
off the tanks. One GI was crushed under a
Tiger’s treads, and machine gunners leaped
from the tanks and overran the bazooka
teams before they could reload. The Ameri-
cans cursed and raged.

Gavin was alarmed, and the battle raged
on. But the American firepower increased
slightly. A couple of 81mm mortars began
lobbing shells at the Germans, and airborne
artillerymen rushed two 75mm pack how-
itzers into position on the ridge and fired
directly at the enemy tanks. Gavin dashed
back and forth fearlessly, shouting encour-
agement to his men. “We’re staying on this
goddamn ridge, no matter what happens!”

he shouted.
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The Tigers rolled on as the howitzers
blasted them and troopers edged up to them
and fired bazooka rockets into their vulner-
able gasoline tanks and ammunition racks.
One tank turned and withdrew, and three
others were demolished and their crews
killed. Gavin lay on the ground, firing away
with his rifle. The fight grew more intense as
more German tanks were deployed. The Ger-
mans were massing for a major assault to
retake the ridge.

As mortar rounds kicked up dust clouds
around him, Gavin decided that he needed
support, so he sent an officer back to the com-
mand post of Maj. Gen. Troy Middleton,
commander of the Thunderbirds. The troop-
ers fought on as the Germans pushed to
within a few hundred yards of Gavin’s com-
mand post. Then came the heartening sound
of American 155mm shells whooshing over-
head, and the ground shook as the rounds
exploded among the enemy infantry and
tanks. The enemy force wavered and then
started pulling back. The shelling ceased, and
Biazza Ridge was quiet until Gavin and his
weary men were alarmed to hear the sound of
heavy engines behind them. But it was half a
dozen Sherman tanks and several half-tracks
hauling antitank guns; more help had arrived
from the 45th Division. Cheers went up.

Salvoes blasted the German positions, and
the troopers moved forward through mortar
and machine-gun fire to close with the
enemy. The American 155s opened up again,
and the Germans withdrew from the battle-
field, leaving behind their dead and wounded
and tons of equipment and supplies.

Colonel Gavin was proud of his untried
paratroopers who had bested a battle group
of the Hermann Goring Division and
blocked a threat to the landing beaches.

However, the cost had been high. Many of
the troopers, including Gavin himself, had
suffered wounds, and 50 Americans were
dead. That night, the fallen were buried on
the ridge as heads bowed in prayer and
Gavin wept.

The exhausted Colonel Gavin fell asleep in
a shallow foxhole under a clump of olive
trees. He was awakened early on the morn-
ing of July 12 by the hot sun on his face. One
of his legs was stiff and sore, and his shin-
bone was red and swollen. He had fought for
hours and then slept without realizing that

he had been wounded by shrapnel. Fearing
an infection and not wanting to be removed
from the front, he went to an aid station and
had sulfa powder sprinkled on his wound.

Early the next morning, Gavin rode a jeep
to the high ground at Piano Lupo. After
inspecting the barren terrain covered with
bloated bodies where other All-American
troopers had blocked the western column of
the German division, he rode on to Gela.
There was a lump in his throat. On a hill out-
side Gela stood General Patton, resplendent
in his trademark starred helmet, cavalry jodh-
purs, jackboots, and ivory-handled pistols.

As Gavin approached, rifle in hand, “Old
Blood and Guts” grinned and said in his
high-pitched voice, “Hello, Gavin. You and
your men did one hell of a goddamn great
job!” Then he offered the young colonel a
drink from a large whiskey flask.

Although the Allied military command
was critical of the results of the airborne
phase of the Sicily invasion, enemy officers
were impressed. Field Marshal Albert Kessel-
ring, commander of the German forces in the
Mediterranean Theater, stated later, “The
paratroopers effected an extraordinary delay
in the movement of our troops, and caused
large losses.” General Kurt Student, founder
and commander of the German airborne
forces, said, “It is my opinion that if it had
not been for the Allied airborne forces block-
ing the Hermann Goring Armored Division
from reaching the beachhead, that division
would have driven the initial seaborne forces
back into the sea.”

Led by the British Eighth Army, the Allies
next invaded the Italian mainland. At the
Salerno beachhead, the British and Ameri-
cans encountered stiff opposition. Despite all
the power of artillery and naval gunfire
brought against them after the September 9,
1943, landings there, the Germans managed
to drive a two-mile wedge in the beachhead
line and advance to within three miles of the
water’s edge. By September 13, the situation
was “touch and go” at Salerno, according to
General Mark W. Clark, commander of the
U.S. Fifth Army. He sent an urgent message
to Ridgway in Sicily for reinforcements.

Ridgway wasted no time. That night, men
of Colonel Reuben Tucker’s 504th Parachute
Infantry Regiment jumped into the beach-
head and were in the front lines before sun-



rise on September 14. That night, 120 trans-
ports dropped Colonel Gavin and his 505th
Regiment into the beachhead, and they, too,
were positioned by dawn the next day. Allied
morale at Salerno rose with the arrival of the
airborne units, and by the afternoon of Sep-
tember 135, the enemy had been beaten to a
standstill. A German withdrawal all along
the Allied front began on September 18.

The British and American forces began to
punch their way out of the beachhead on
September 23. Gavin’s regiment spearheaded
the drive northward, past the ancient ruins of
Pompeii and around Mount Vesuvius. Early
on September 30, 1943, British armor and
infantry entered the outskirts of Naples, the
first major European city to be liberated in
the war, While elements of the 82nd Division
remained in Naples, the Allied main force
pushed on northward to the Volturno River,
where the enemy halted and dug in.

Gavin, now 36 years old, received his first
star as brigadier general (temporary) and was
promoted to assistant commander of the
division that October. In November, he was
ordered back to England to assist General
Eisenhower, now commander of the Allied
expeditionary forces, as the chief American
airborne planner for the forthcoming inva-
sion of Northern Europe. The 82nd set up
base near Leicester for rest and training
before the Normandy invasion.

After taking command of the division in
August 1944, Gavin was anxious to get back
into combat. He would not have to wait
long. The All-Americans were assigned a role
in Operation Market-Garden, Montgomery’s
bold, hastily planned airborne invasion of
Holland—a lightning stroke that he believed
would end the war in 1944. The plan was to
cut off major German forces in Holland that
were blocking the Allies from using the
strategic Belgian port of Antwerp, to out-
flank the Siegfried Line, and to place sizable
British forces across the lower Rhine at Arn-
hem, Holland, where they would be posi-
tioned for a quick thrust into the Ruhr Val-
ley, the German industrial heartland.

Lieutenant General Lewis H. Brereton’s
Allied 1st Airborne Army was to lay a 50-
mile carpet of parachute and glider troops
from Eindhoven northward to Arnhem.
After the troopers had seized key bridges and
towns, Lt. Gen. Brian Horrocks’s British

30th Corps, spearheaded by the crack
Guards Armored Division, would roll along
the carpet to the Zuider Zee, loosing the full
weight of British might on the Ruhr.

The British 1st Airborne Division was
assigned to capture the big Rhine bridge at
Arnhem, General Maxwell D. Taylor’s 101st
Airborne Division would capture a 15-mile
stretch of the main north-south highway
between Eindhoven and Grave, and Gavin’s
division would drop along a 10-mile stretch
of the road in the middle of the carpet, seiz-
ing the Waal River bridge at Nijmegen, the
Maas River span at Grave, the Maas-Waal
Canal bridges, and the Groesbeek Heights
southeast of Nijmegen.

Monty’s plan was a bold one, but it was
fraught with potential problems. The Arn-
hem bridge was 64 miles behind the German
lines, there was only one main two-lane high-
way, and the rest of the terrain—swampy and
crisscrossed by canals—was unsuitable for
an advance by armor. Several British and U.S.
commanders voiced doubts about the oper-
ation. But Montgomery, the prickly, cocky
victor of El Alamein, was confident and
would brook no doubts. Dutch underground
reports about panzers gathered at Arnhem
were downplayed.

Shortly after 10 AM on Sunday, September
17, 1944, the sunny skies over southern Eng-

Prior to their D-day jump into Normandy, members
of the 82nd Airborne check over their gear. Like
the 101st, the 82nd was spread out over miles of
Norman countryside in the pre-dawn darkness of
June 6, 1944.

land thundered as 1,545 transport planes
and 478 gliders lifted from two dozen air-
fields and headed for Holland. It was the
greatest armada of troop-carrying planes
ever assembled for a single operation. The
planes streamed along two parallel routes
over the coasts of Holland and Belgium. The
British Red Devils took the northern route,
followed by Gavin’s 82nd, and the 101st fol-
lowed the southern route. Antiaircraft and
small-arms fire peppered the armada, and
several planes were hit. But the transports
and gliders flew steadily on.

At 1:30 that afternoon, the airborne army
began dropping behind the German lines. As
they watched the parachutes drifting down
and the Horsa and Waco gliders veering in
for crash landings, Dutch people returning
from church services waved and cheered.
After more than four years under the Nazi
yoke, they saw their moment of deliverance
at hand. The parachute and glider troops
were dropped accurately, despite the enemy
gunfire, and many soldiers said it was the
most precise drop they had ever made. But

Continues on page 94
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A handful of well-trained German
glider troopers subdued a
seemingly impregnable fortress in

a matter of hours.

By Robert Barr Smith

THE BELGIAN FORTRESS of Eben Emael
was as close to impregnable as modern
defense works could be—or so it seemed.
The installation was new, for one thing, just
completed in 1935. It was the highest refine-
ment of contemporary military architecture,
one of a half-circle of eight forts covering the
vital Belgian city of Liege. Now, in May
1940, it commanded the vital Albert Canal
bridges at Vroenhoven, Canne, and Veld-
wezelt, the most direct pathway to the west
for Hitler’s mechanized juggernaut.

The bridges were all garrisoned and wired
for demolition, and each was overlooked by
a concrete bunker whose crew controlled the
demolition—they would blow the bridges on
order, or on their own initiative in case of
emergency. If the Belgians blasted the bridges
into the river, the guns of Eben Emael would
fire on any attempt by German Pioneers
(combat engineers) to throw bridges across
them. If the demolition charges failed for any
reason, or their firing parties were overrun,
the fortress’s guns could shell the bridges
into junk.

In the autumn of 1939, Hitler urgently
summoned General Kurt Student to Berlin.
Student, a World War I fighter pilot, had
transferred to the infantry after the war but
retained his interest in aviation; he was an
enthusiastic glider pilot. He was now com-
mander of 7th Flieger, Germany’s sole air-
borne division. Since the Polish campaign,
the Luftwaffe had controlled paratroops in
the German system, and Student had accord-
ingly moved from the Army to the air force.

Hitler had work for Student. “Do you
know Eben Emael?” he asked. “Of course,”
said Student. There had been much written
about the place, and indeed, the Germans |
had access to many details about the fortress
since two German contractors had been
involved in its construction. “I have an idea,”
said the Fihrer. “I know you are a glider
pilot. Can you land an assault force by glider
on the grassy top of the fortress and attack
its defenses?” Student asked for time to think
the problem through, but returned the fol-
lowing day to tell Hitler that he thought it
could be done.

AIRBORNE ASSAULT




akg-images

i

. German paratroopers atop Eben Emael
blast the fortress with a flamethrower and
machine guns, May 10, 1940.
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Hitler then launched into a discussion of
the capture of French Fort Douaumont in
World War I. Douaumont, part of the Ver-
dun defenses, had fought well until it was bat-
tered into ruin by heavy German artillery.
Hitler, it appeared, had drawn a lesson from
its fall. “We have a new weapon that will
destroy Eben Emael,” he said. It was the
hoblladung, the hollow charge, which would
concentrate the explosive force of the charge
into a jet of molten metal that would slash
through concrete or steel. It came in both 20-
pound and 110-pound sizes, and it had to be
placed on the target by hand. The larger
charge came in two parts, for easier carrying.

Between the world wars, Germany,
deprived of an air force and most other heavy

National Archives

Eben Emael was built into a 200-foot bluff above the
Lanaye lock of the newly built Albert Canal. The lock
joined the canal to the Meuse River. The Albert Canal
generally followed the line of the Dutch border to the
east, and to the north, straddling the Meuse, lay the
Dutch city of Maastricht.

armaments, turned to ingenuity and sub-
terfuge to train her new armed forces. A new
generation of pilots learned their trade in
unpowered gliders, which were not prohib-
ited by the Versailles Treaty. Luftwaffe chief
Hermann Goring, as early as 1922, revealed
the future: “We will teach gliding as a sport
to all our young men. Then we will build up
commercial aviation. Finally, we will create
the skeleton of a military air force. When the

time comes....”

Many pilots were trained in the National Socialistische Flieger Korps, an arm of the Hitler
Youth. Prior to the outbreak of World War II, many of the world’s foremost sail-plane pilots
were German.

And Germany also turned her attention to the construction of gliders larger than the aver-
age sport sail-plane. One was a flying laboratory, and when Luftwaffe General Ernst Udet
saw that aircraft, he began planning for a combat version, an inexpensive glider that would
carry at least nine combat-loaded infantrymen. The result was a sturdy troop-carrying glider
called the DFS 230. It could be towed into action by Tante Ju—Aunt Ju—the reliable tri-
motored Junkers 52 transport. The aircraft was test-flown by Hanna Reitsch, a champion
sail-plane competitor and test pilot, who suggested changes. It was also improved with a
new brake, shaped rather like a plow, to stop the glider more quickly on landing.

The DFS 230 was designed to carry about a ton and a half of cargo, more than its own
weight. Its great value was that it could deposit a fighting unit together, ready to go into action,
rather than scattered across the landscape like a stick of paratroopers. Hitler had clearly seen
it as the ideal weapon to strike the mighty Belgian fortress at its only weak point, and Stu-
dent went immediately to work to choose and train
his strike force.

He chose well. The attackers would be commanded
by Captain S.A. Koch, a paratroop officer drawn,
like the other members of the force, from Student’s
own airborne division. Koch’s force was composed of
volunteers, 11 officers, and 427 enlisted men. They
would have three missions: neutralize the great
fortress of Eben Emael; attack and take—intact—the
three Albert Canal bridges at Veldwezelt, Canne, and
Vroenhoven; and hang on to all four targets—at all
costs—until German ground forces could get there.

The unit was dubbed Sturmabteilung (storm
detachment) Koch, and its commander split it into
four combat teams, each assigned a specific target.
Leutnant Schact would lead 96 men—the assault
group called Beton (concrete)—against the Meuse
bridge at Vroenhoven. A detachment of 92 para-
troopers, called Stahl (steel), was to follow Ober-
leutnant Altman against the Veldwezelt bridge.

Leutnant Martin Schaechter commanded Eisen (iron), 92 men assigned to capture the
span at Canne. The strike on Eben Emael itself would be led by a tough, able Oberleutnant
named Rudolf Witzig. Witzig was 23 years old, an engineer and professional soldier. He
would lead a force of Pioneers: two officers, 73 enlisted men, and 11 glider pilots—only
these few, code-named Granit (granite), against the mighty fortress.

Inside Germany, near Hildesheim northwest of the Harz Mountains, the raiders practiced
on fields laid out in the size and shape of Eben Emael. They were also given a section of Czech
fortifications west of Prague—the one-time Benes Line—on which to practice assaults on gun
cupolas and casemates. Captain Koch drove his men hard, and Witzig was as tough as his
commander was. They rehearsed again and again on mockups in the Harz and Czechoslo-
vakia, enduring endless drills in assaulting their objectives; getting out of their gliders at top
speed; and stowing, securing, and unloading their weapons and gear, including the 110-
pound shaped charges.

The strike force spent hours studying models of its targets, picture postcards of the area,
and aerial photographs. The soldiers were briefed on fortress construction by teachers at the
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German Engineer School and studied statements from Belgian deserters and from German
workers who had helped to build Eben Emael. The bridge-assault detachments rehearsed
repeatedly on similar bridges inside Germany.

The glider pilots had their own rehearsals, endless practice in postage-stamp landings. The
attack squads had to be put down as closely as possible to the particular casemates, bunkers,
or cupolas assigned as their targets, and the glider pilots® standard was to land within 20
meters of each objective. They had to get their fragile gliders on the ground as quickly as pos-
sible, exposing them and their human loads as briefly as possible to ground fire. Koch’s unit
rehearsed glider assaults on the one-time Polish border fortifications at Gleiwitz.

The Eben Emael landing would go in with the first dim light of morning—Student had
insisted on that—so the pilots would have a reasonable chance to see and hit their targets.
Even so, the pilots had to be perfect. They would have just one chance to do it right, and a
lot of lives depended on their skill. After the gliders were on the ground, the pilots would
fight as infantry.

The operation was shrouded in the utmost secrecy. Nobody sent mail or made telephone
calls, and the force concealed its identity behind a series of false and unenlightening unit
names. Airfield Construction Unit, one of the aliases of Witzig’s command, was hardly a title
to alert anybody to the real purpose of the unit.

Witzig’s men were loaded with ordnance in addition to their own infantry weapons and
hand grenades. They carried small explosive charges designed to push into viewports and can-
non muzzles. There were charges on poles to shove into firing embrasures, flamethrowers,
and Bangalore torpedoes to cut paths through barbed wire. Witzig requested, and got, spe-
cial small charges to stuff into the viewports of the all-important observation cupolas, the
steel eyes of the fort’s artillery. He knew that if he could take out these observation posts—
or blind them by destroying their periscopes—the big guns of the fortress would be useless.

Then there was the hohlladung, the new weapon based on the “Monroe Effect,” named
for its American discoverer. This murderous device was nothing more complex than a hemi-
sphere of explosive with a dish-like section scooped out of its bottom. The scooped-out sec-
tion, the large end of which pointed at the target, was lined with metal. When the device fired,
the shape of its structure directed an enormous shock-wave, liquifying the liner and spurt-
ing a slim jet of liquid metal like a knife into steel or concrete. Witzig’s paratroopers trained
with the heavy charge, the men running while carrying half of the bomb in each hand with
leather carrying straps. They would take along 25 of the large charges and 25 more of the
smaller ones.

Oddly, Witzig never permitted use of the hohlladung against steel or concrete in training,
although he had plenty of now-useless Czech fortifications to blow apart. It was better, he
thought, that his men did not know the awful power of the thing with which they practiced.
If they knew the capability of the charge, that fact might prove so astonishing that the secret
would leak out, compromising the mission.

In February 1940, Granit’s 11 glider teams staged a full-scale attack on their section of the
Benes Line, using all their weapons except the hollow charge. Witzig permitted these to be
fired only into the bare earth, where they left an uninformative and somewhat unsatisfac-
tory crater in the dirt. By the time the Benes Line exercise was completed, the strike force
knew everything about its mission and its target, except where it was and what it was called.

The gliders that would carry Sturmabteilung Koch moved from Hildesheim in sealed furni-
ture vans and were hauled to Ostheim and Butzweilerhof airfields near Cologne. Delivered in
pieces, the DFS 230s were assembled at night, shrouded by clouds of vapor from smoke gen-
erators, behind guarded fences covered with matting to frustrate the gaze of the curious. As the
aircraft were completed, they were hidden away in newly built hangars. In five days, the glid-
ers were safely under cover. The Luftwaffe mechanics who had put them together were held
incommunicado just as were the men of the strike force. Training of the strike force continued.

Kevin Hymel

ABOVE: American soldiers mill around the entrance to
Eben Emael in 1945. Damage from shell fire is apparent
in both photos. TOP: The battle-scarred facade of the
main entrance to Eben Emael has changed little since
its capture by daring German paratroopers in 1940.

On May 1, 1940, the unit was alerted and
the tension grew until, on the night of May 9,
word filtered down to the troops that the
operation was on at last. In late evening the
airfield lights were extinguished, field kitchens
appeared to feed the troops, and the Junkers
52 tow planes began to descend to the air-
fields. Once they were parked, ground crews
pushed the gliders out onto the strip, marry-
ing up each with its tow plane. The weaponry
was loaded, and every foot of the tow ropes
was inspected by flashlight. For the soldiers,
there was nothing to do now but wait, play
cards, doze, and talk. A little before midnight,
Witzig tersely told his men they were to attack
“a fort” in the Belgian defense system.

At last, around 0300, officers and NCOs
ordered the men of Granit to load up. One by
one the trimotored Junkers labored off down
the strip and lumbered into the black sky, the
gliders following reluctantly. The armada
climbed through the gloom, reaching for its
target altitude of 8,500 feet above blacked-
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out Germany. Each Junkers had a series of
small lights set beneath its tail, invisible to
anybody but the pilot of the glider behind.
The lead aircraft followed a series of beacons
set up by Luftwaffe units leading toward
their objective. They flew on into the night
without incident until near-fatal calamity
robbed the unit of its leader.

Witzig’s own glider, flown by a Corporal
Pilz, suddenly went into a violent dive. Pilz
was expertly following the evasive action of
his tow plane, which swerved to avoid
another aircraft close above it. Both craft
avoided the stranger, but the violent evasive
action broke the tow line, and Pilz—know-
ing he could not make Eben Emael—had to
put the glider down in a field of weeds.
Witzig, furious, told his men to knock down
fences and clear a rough runway, rousted out
an officer from a nearby German unit, got a
car, and roared back to Ostheim airfield. Yes,
he was told, he would get another Junkers to
retrieve his glider and his men.

Time was running out, and up ahead in the
blackness Granit lost another glider when the
Junkers towing it signaled the glider pilot to
cast off the tow. The pilot, a Corporal Bre-
denbeck, knew the signal was premature but
had to cut loose when the tow plane turned
and began to dive. Bredenbeck had some 25
miles still to go, without enough altitude to
reach the fortress. The attack force was now
down to 70 men.

Just after 0400 the aircraft caught sight of
their last beacon, a light on a hilltop north-
west of Aachen. Although the attack plan
called for the gliders to drop their tows at
this point, the signal did not come. The tows
and their gliders were too low and too early,
and so the formation droned on for another
10 minutes until it reached the planned
release altitude of 8,500 feet. Now the signal
came, and the gliders cut loose from the
mother planes, alone in the night, watching
Dutch antiaircraft around Maastricht firing
into the blackness.

Across the line of the Meuse and the Albert
Canal, the Belgians were already alert.
Reports began to come in from the Canne
bridge and an outpost near it that many air-
craft were approaching. Major Jean Jottrand,

Suddeutscher Verlag, Bilderdienst

flamethrowers against Eben Emael. OPPOSITE: During an exercise in 1938, Fallschirmjager perfect their parachut-
ing techniques.

commanding at Eben Emael, had already sent details to clear out and set fire to his above-
ground barracks, clearing fields of fire for the defenders. Now he puzzled over the reports,
especially one that somewhat obscurely stated: “Airplanes are overhead! Their engines have
stopped! They stand almost motionless in the air!” Without experience or information, nei-
ther the major nor anybody else could guess that the uninformative report meant the enemy
was approaching in gliders.

Jottrand heard the hammer of gunfire below him along the canal, as one Belgian unit after
another opened up on the dark, silent birds swooping soundlessly down on them like malig-
nant bats. And now Jottrand and his men could see them too, but Eben Emael’s antiaircraft
emplacements were silent. Frantic calls came from headquarters: “Why aren’t you firing?”
The officer in charge of the guns said he did not know who the silent aircraft belonged to,
but they weren’t Belgian. “Well then, shoot!” roared headquarters, “Goddamn it, shoot!”

The command came too late, for the gliders were already landing, and there was trouble at
the canal bridges as well. Jottrand had ordered the Canne bridge blown once he saw aircraft
descending on Eben Emael, but nothing happened. He had to give the order again before the
Canne bridge was blown into the canal. Schaechter’s platoon had been just too late. At the Veld-
wezelt bridge, however, Altman’s men swarmed out of the gliders and took their objective
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intact. Altman blew the major defensive casemate with a hollow charge. By the end of the day,
his platoon would lose eight men dead and 21 wounded, but he would hold on.

Oberleutnant Schacht’s platoon overran the defenders at the Vroenhoven bridge in one fero-
cious rush. Schacht lost seven killed and 18 wounded, but he had the bridge intact; his men
pulled the demolition charges before they could be fired. Meanwhile, Koch’s headquarters
group laid on radio contact with his scattered attack elements. Within three hours, all sig-
nificant Belgian resistance around the bridges would be over.

So two bridges remained intact and ready to use, for no signal had come to fire the demo-
lition charges. Here the Belgian failure was caused by Stuka dive-bombers of the Luftwaffe.
For as the sector commander was alerted to the attacks on the bridges and reached for his
telephone, four of the gull-winged aircraft screamed down on his headquarters. The com-
mander and 20 others died in the ruins, and the critical signal was never sent.

The Germans now had two major routes open to the west. The Belgians’ only hope was the
guns of Eben Emael. If they could come into action quickly, the spans might still be blown
into junk before the German armor could cross to the west.

Granit’s gliders, however, were already landing on the grassy top of the fortress. Even with-
out Witzig, the long months of training were paying dividends. Every part of the Belgian
defensive system had raiders assigned to neutralize it, and Oberfeldwebel (Master Sergeant)
Helmut Wenzel took control of the attackers. The assault squads sprinted through the dim
light of dawn, grenading machine-gun emplacements, spraying viewports with small arms
fire. As they identified the casemates and cupolas that were
their targets, the raiders began to plant the hohlladungen
and touch them off.

The effect was astonishing, the more so since none of the
men on top of Eben Emael had ever seen what a hollow
charge would do to armor or concrete. The squad led by a
sergeant named Niedermeier laid a hollow charge against
the entry to a cupola housing a pair of 7Smm cannons and
touched it off. The explosion killed four Belgians, wounded
seven more, and burned another eight, leaving the inside of
the turret a charnel house, its guns useless. Behind the blast,
German paratroopers dropped into the turret, pouring bursts
of small arms fire down the shaft. All the surviving Belgians
could do was retreat behind steel doors and steel-beam bar-
ricades. They were safe for the moment, but they were com-
pletely out of the fight.

The same scene was repeated over and over again across
Eben Emael. In another 75mm turret, the hohlladung blast flattened the gun crew and blew
a gun tube completely out of its mount and down a 60-foot access shaft. Inside, the Germans
sprayed bullets down the shaft and finished the job with an explosive charge dropped down
it. As the smoke cleared, there was no sound from below.

As assault teams methodically neutralized the fort’s observation posts and artillery cupolas,
other paratroopers dug in, set up machine guns, and opened fire on Belgian infantry probing
toward them. Belgian artillery was finding the range now, and the attackers were under heavy
fire from a dilapidated building on the north end of the fortress. And it proved impossible to
silence 75mm fire from Casemate No. 23. A heavy hollow charge rocked the turret and dam-
aged the gun-laying mechanism, but it did not penetrate. The Belgian gun crew inside, with great
courage, kept on shooting, even though they had to re-lay their cannon after each round. Heavy
Belgian artillery and small arms fire drove the Germans under cover before they could set up
another hollow charge. Along the way, Master Sergeant Wenzel was hit, but he came of tough
stock. His head streaming blood, he stayed in command.

As German troops began to push across
the canal, the Belgian officer commanding
the 120mm guns waited for orders to fire on
his preplotted primary target, the Vroen-
hoven bridge. At first, neither Jottrand nor
the distant headquarters in Li¢ge gave the
word. At last, about 1030, the order finally
came down, but the 120s got off only a sin-
gle round. Wenzel stuffed a charge down the
gun tubes, and the blast filled the air with
fumes, driving the crew from the turret. By
this time, much of the fortress was filling
with fumes from the explosives. Some of the
Belgian defenders were forced to put on gas
masks. In spite of this, several casemates con-
tinued to fight on.

The attackers did not have it all their own
way. Within a quarter-hour of landing, two
Germans were dead and eight badly wounded,
leaving just 62 men to hold down the garrison
of the mighty fortress. Although the defenders

Suddeutscher Verlag, Bilderdienst
had been driven into the bowels of Eben
Emael, nobody knew when they might come
popping out of some sally-port to sortie
against the handful of paratroopers.

Heavy and accurate Belgian artillery fire
was falling on top of Eben Emael, and there
was no telling when Belgian infantry from
the west might swarm over the fort in a coun-
terattack. With Witzig missing, the only offi-
cer left with the attackers was a lieutenant
named Delica, a Luftwaffe liaison officer
who was cut off on the southern end of the
fortress. Wenzel remained in command and
called in Stukas to hammer those Belgian
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positions still holding out. Then, about 0830,
into this maelstrom of fire flew a solitary
glider. Oberleutnant Witzig had arrived.

Major Jottrand tried to mount counter-
attacks from inside Eben Emael, but his
efforts came to nothing. All of his men were
garrison troops, gunners, and none had been
trained to fight as infantry. When their com-
mander called for volunteers, there were few
hands raised, and the timid sortie that fol-
lowed accomplished nothing. A second
attempt to clear the top of the fortress
involved a Belgian infantry detachment from
a neighboring position, but these men knew
nothing of the terrain on the fort’s top. This
attempt collapsed under repeated attacks by
the Stukas, as did a second sortie by the
fortress garrison, ill-armed, short of grenades,
and without machine guns.

In the early afternoon, a Belgian detach-
ment at the village of Wonck, just three miles
away, launched a counterattack. There were
about 200 men involved to start, but the
attack fell apart beneath the screaming
Stukas. The remains of the force from
Wonck, about a hundred, took refuge inside
Eben Emael and could not be rallied to go
outside the fortress again. It was the begin-
ning of the end, even though a few of the
defensive positions were still in action.

As night fell over the embattled fortress,
Eben Emael’s garrison huddled below
ground, shielded by their steel-beam barri-
cades, sand-bag barriers, and steel doors. For
the night they were safe, but the German
paratroops still controlled the ground above

the counterattack we expected, and our nerves were tense. For the most part, however, the
enemy lacked the will to fight.”

The Germans did not. In spite of the Belgian artillery, at 0200 a monstrous explosion
rocked Eben Emael. The defenders thought it must be a salvo from German artillery, maybe
heralding an infantry attack, so those Belgian positions remaining in operation opened up
into the darkness. Fire ceased when no assault followed, but in the gloom German para-
troopers stuffed 2-pound charges down the tubes of two of the remaining 75mm guns. That
emplacement, too, fell silent. One other turret kept firing throughout the night, dropping
shells among German units across the Meuse and harassing Witzig’s men on top of the fort.
While this position’s gallant resistance was an annoyance, it could decide nothing, since the
critical gun emplacements, those that could fire on the bridges, were permanently silent.

During the afternoon and night of the 10th, German troops of 51st Engineer Battalion made
several attempts to cross the canal in assault boats, but each time were driven back by Belgian
fire, especially from Eben Emael’s Casement No. 13. At last, late at night, the sappers got a
party across the canal, linked up with Witzig’s men, and used demolition charges to finally
silence No. 13. The fort’s garrison fell farther and farther back inside its tunnels, as the Ger-
mans dropped demolition charges and grenades into Belgian positions and sprayed small arms
fire down the fort’s passageways. Now the Germans were beginning to send troops inside the
fortress, grenading and tearing down the sandbag walls the Belgians had thrown up. The
attackers were also working around to the west of the fortress, and German tank units were
across the canal and closing in. German infantry had joined the paratroopers and the sappers
on top of Eben Emael.

By 1000 on May 11, few of the fort’s guns were still in action. The corridors were littered
with debris, crowded with wounded men. Barrels of chloride of lime, used for sanitation, had
been ruptured by the explosions. Now chlorine gas was added to the smoke and fumes of
the battle. In part of the fort, the air conditioning had failed, and the defenders were forced
to wear gas masks. While many of the garrison fought gallantly on, others had simply given
up. One officer was found hiding under a bed. Major Jottrand, still in communication with
Liege, told his superiors flatly that without a counterattack, Eben Emael was lost. There
won'’t be any help, was the reply, and Jottrand knew his war was over.

Repeated telephone calls to higher command could not even produce an order to sur-
render—no more than an adjuration that only Jottrand could make that decision, coupled
with an order to “blow up the works” after getting the garrison out. If that were not pos-
sible, said the message, “you are ordered to blow up the Fort and all its men.” This was all
very well if the man giving the order was someplace else; the view from inside the dying

ALTOGETHER, KOCH'S LITTLE FORCE HAD
LOST 37 DEAD AND 100 WOUNDED. IT WAS A SMALL
PRICE FOR AN ASTONISHING SUCCESS.

them. Belgian artillery from Forts Pontisse
and Barchon shelled Witzig and his men to
discourage further attacks, but in fact, wrote
Witzig afterward: “That night was unevent-
ful. After the hard fighting during the day,
the detachment lay, exhausted and parched,
under scattered fire from Belgian artillery and
infantry outside the fortification; every burst
of fire might have signalled the beginning of

fortress was quite different.

Jottrand was not having any part of a Gotterdamerung. He called a council of war with
his ranking NCO and such officers as were still on their feet. Every one of them declared in
favor of surrender. Jottrand, still full of fight, tried to rally support among his men for an
attempt to break out, but his soldiers would not move. At last, Jottrand called higher com-
mand, but he got the same answer: No surrender. Eben Emael must be destroyed.

So, Jottrand sent an officer to open surrender negotiations, while he saw to it that as much
of the operative equipment as possible was rendered useless. About 1215 a bugle sounded
from within the fortress, playing the same call again and again. It was the call for surrender.
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Before any real negotiations could take place,
the Belgian garrison began to file out into the
sunlight, hands raised. The German com-
mander of the sapper battalion approached
Jottrand. “Major,” he said, “will you give me
your word that no delayed-action charges
have been left behind?”

“I will,” said Jottrand. With that Eben
Emael’s war was over. It had lasted about
30 hours.

Witzig took his exhausted men into the
nearby village of Eben Emael and found a bar.
It was time for a beer, or more than one, and
the men of Granit took a few hours of well-
deserved rest. Then they began their return
trip to Germany by way of Maastricht and
Aachen. Altogether, Koch’s little force had lost
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ABOVE: One of the gliders that delivered German paratroopersto Eben Emal lies broken atop the fortress near a
false cupola. TOP: After their successful assault, decorated Fallschirmjdger, including Oberleutnant Witzig (second
from left) and Hauptmann Koch (third from left), pose with their Fiihrer.

37 dead and 100 wounded. It was a small price for an astonishing success.

A handful of German paratroopers had captured the hinge of the Belgian defensive line
south of Maastricht, at a cost of only six dead and 20 wounded. Of the garrison, 23 Belgians
were dead and hundreds more were prisoners, 59 of them wounded. From that moment, Bel-
gian national morale began to sag. With clear passage across the Meuse and the Albert Canal,
Germany’s panzers raced on toward the west and the English Channel. It had been an extra-
ordinary feat of arms.

Germany was jubilant at the fall of the fortress. The rest of Western Europe was shocked,
especially since official German accounts, even newsreels, said nothing about either gliders
or hollow charges, so that the world concluded the German success had been an ordinary
ground attack. Some guessed that poison gas or sabotage might have been a factor. LIFE mag-
azine published a fantastic story that German workers from the fort’s construction days had
married Belgian women, become endive farmers, and under that cover had planted explo-
sive charges beneath the fort.

Each man of Koch’s force received the Iron Cross (with one exception, a free spirit who
loaded his canteen with booze); each officer was awarded the Ritterkreuz, the Knight’s Cross.

Koch’s force broke up shortly after the
attack on Eben Emael. Koch, now a major,
rode another glider into the assault on Crete,
which would prove to be the grave of much
of the German airborne. Witzig was there
too, and Wenzel, though this time these two
went in by parachute. Witzig served later in
Russia, and after the war rose to colonel in
the peacetime German Army. Wenzel was
commissioned, rose to the rank of captain,
and became an American prisoner in North
Africa. With the war’s end, he went home to
become an Oberjaeger, master of a peaceful
forest.

Major Koch did not survive the war. He
was a lover of fast automobiles, and one
night on the autobahn in 1942 the fates
caught up with him. It is one of the ironies of
war that this bold, hard-charging soldier
should survive two of the war’s most spec-
tacular actions to die crushe