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RIVER CROSSINGS

The purpose of this monograph is to present examples of two general
types of river cressings. The first is a deliberate crossing charscterized
by careful planning and preparation, the success of which is direetly pro-
porticnal to the thoroughness of the planning and preparation., The other
type is the hasty and aggressive crossing which is characteristic of the pur-
suit phase of an operation when the enemy is off balance and a commander may
be justified in taking unusual chances not ordinarily warranted in order to
achieve surprise and assure the sucéess of his mission.

As an example of the deliberate type of crossing I shall discuss briefly
the aétion of the 34th Infantry Division iﬁ its crossing of the VOLTURNO River
on the night of the 12-13 October 1943, For an example of the hasty crossing I
shall touch upon the crossing of the INN River by a battalion of the 7lst Inf-
sntry Division in the spring of 1945, The first crossing was made against an
enemy as yet uﬁbeaten, while the_seéond was carried out against an enemy that
was beaten and was exerting every effort to delay the relentless pursuit of
General Patton's Third Army,

As the German forces were forced to retreat froﬁlSALERNO they conducted
an orderly withdrawal to the VOLTURNO where it became evident that they in;
tended to make a determined étand to secure time for the preparation of their
winter line in the mountains.

On 15 September, the Commanding General of the 15th Army Group instructed
the Fifth Army t0 cross the ?OLTURNO River and drive the enemy some 30 miles
into the mcuntains., To carry 6ut this mission the Fifth Army had at its dis-
posal the VI US Corps, coﬁposed of the 3d, 34th, and 45th Infantry Divisions
and the X British Corps made up of the 7thH Armoured Division and the 46th and
56th Infantry Divisions. The total strength of this force with supporting
troops amounted to approximatel& 100,000 nmen,

Arrayed against this forc¢ was Marshal Kesselring's Tenth Army, consisting
of the Herman Gosring Division, the 3d and 5th Panzer Grenadier Divisions and
elements of the 26th Pgnzer Division.i This force was outnumbered by the Fifth
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Army but it had both weather and terrain on its side.
The western part of the Fifth Army zone waa a broad level stretch of
farm land 15 to 20 miles wide, extending northwest along the coast for 30
miles from NAPLES to the MOUNT MASSICO Ridge line., This area was assigned
to the X British Corps by General Clark. The VI Corps was assizned the area
of mountains and valleys extending from the coastal plain to the MATESE Range.
This country varies from low hills covered with olive zroves and terraced
fields to barren rocky crazs that tower to a height of 6,000 feet, The moun-
tains present a formidable barrier to the movement of troops and their logisti-
cal support. This barrier is strongly reinforced by the VOLTURNC and CALORE
Rivers. The VOLTURNO is not a large river and is generally not over 100 yards
wide, Except after severe storms it can be waded in several places, Its real
strength as an obstacle lies in the steep, almost vertical banks which are
from 15 to 40 feet high., It rises in the mointains north of VENAFRO and pur-
sues an erratic course southeast to its confluence with the CALORE, Together
these rivers form an almost montinuous barrier about sixty miles long directly

in the path of any advance on ROME ‘rom the south,

SLIDE

The attack of the Fifth Army was originally scheduled for the nizht of
9-10 October, but constant rain and mud had so slowed down the o erations of
the army that it was postponed to the nicht of 12-13 in order to allow the X
Corps and the 34th Infantry Division more time to prepare for the coordinated
attack of five divisions against the VOLTURNO Line andto permit bringing for-
ward sufficient bridging material,
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By 12 October the corps had reached the river all along the front The
34th Division had relieved the 30th Infantry Regiment on the right of the &d
Division. The 45th Division had established a bridgehead acrosee the CALORE
River and everything was set for the attack.
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General Ryder's orders for thekattack, issued on 11 October, divided the
34th Division front of approximately 8 miles between the 168th Infantry Regi-
ment (which was to make the main effort on the left toward CAIAZZ0) and the
135th Infantry Regiment on the right,

The 133d Infantry was held in division reserve with one battalion ready
to move whenever directed, The high ground north of the river precluded any use
of tanks initially ;3 the 756th Tank Battalion was also held in reserve,

On the two nights preceding the attack patrols were very active and in
spite of intense counterreconnaissance measures by the enemy, patrols of the
two assault regiments and the division engineers carried out aggressive probing
of the enemy's defenses and made careful reconnaissance of the river for ford-
ing, ferrying, and bridging sites.

On the night of 10-11 a patrol from the 168th Infantry probed the area
west of LIMATOLA. They followed a tree-lined ditsh to within 15 feet of the
river and then three enlisted men waded out into the river, As they tried to
cross they were fired upon and forced to withdraw. They reported that this was
a good place for a ford but that it was well guarded, The following night engine
eers accompanied a patrol to a spot about 600 yards down the stream from the

place where assault boats could be used to carry infantry aoross the river.
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During the day of 12 October all men in the first and second battalions were
given dry-land training in the use of assault boats. Patrols of the 135th Inf-
antry were also active and found fords in their zones. In most places the muddy
banks and sandy bottom prevented the use of vehicles although a spot was found
near an old dam where waterproofed wehicles might be crossed.

The plan for the 135th Infantry called for the first battalion and Company E
to cross and capture the high-ground back of the village of SQUILLE., When this
had been accomplished the second battalion was to pass through the first battalion
and continue the attack. After dark on the night of 12 October the engineers join-
ed the two assault regiments and moved with them to their final assembly areas.

At 0145 the division artillery supported only by the fire of the attached tank
destroyer battalion began the preparatory barrage. At 0200 the fire was shifted to
prearranged targets and the infTantry began their attack,

In the zone of the 188th Infantry one company of the first battalion, ecrossing
by the ford Qa planned, ran into a mine-field and suffered several casualties, The
balance of the battalion started across in assualt boats about 800 yards downstreanm,
The first wave of this group made the crossing in good order but the boats drift-
ed so far downstream because of the swift current that they could not be used for
the next wave. The troops had no alternative other than to wade across in shoulder=-

deep water,
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The second battalion in column of companies started to cross the ford north-
east of L'ANNUNZIZATA but in the darkness lost their way and as a result guide ropes

were strung over water that was much deeper than anticipated, The banks were steep
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and slippery aﬁd several men were required in order to pull one man from the water .
up onto the bank. Some men were drowned and a large amount of equipment was lost,
Because of this unforeseen delay the battalion did not complete crossing until

0640, Having reached the other side the battalion pushed rapidly forward and by 0730
had reached their initial objecfive, the high ground east of SAN GIOVANNI,

The first battalion did not meet with the same measure of success, Running
into heavy automatic weapons fire they were unable to advance beyond a point about
400 yards from the river until shortly after noon., At 1400 it was ordered to con-
tinue the attack supported by the fire of the division artillery. Advancing close-
ly behind this fire the battalion fought its way up the hills and by dark had reach-
ed its first objective, the high fround above SAN GIOVANNI, In this attack the
battalion regeived unexpected assistance from Company G which had been directed to
support it by fire. One platoon of G Conpany actually penetrated to the streets of
SAN GIOVANNI bﬁt as no one was eware of this uncoordinated effort they were caught
in the fire of our artillery and suffered some casualties. They did however, succeed
in causing the enemy to withdraw sooner than he had plannegd,

Having secpred the hills abowe SAN GIOVANNI the 168th continued the attack
against CAIAZZQ the division objective. This was captured shortly after daylight
on the 14th of October. The first battalion pushed on to the north and the second
battalion moved northeast to protect the right flank of the regiment;

In the zone of the 135th Infantry the first battalion and Company E supported
by the fire of the 125th Field Artillery Battalion jumped off at 0200 and meeting
practically no resistance, initially, moved rapidly across the pldwed fields to=-
ward their objective, One company of the first battalion was across the river by
0220 and Company E was sending prisomers bacg by 0250, By 0712 the last elements
of the first battalion had closed on the first phase line and were pushing toward the
second, The enemy now began to put up a much stiffer resistance and his fire be-
came more intense and his mine fields more numerous. The first battalion made little
progress during the afternoon., The second battalion moving up after dark haﬁ to
fight through a pocket that had been bypassed in the fighting in the'morning; As fhe
day came to a close tﬁe regiment had failed to reach phase line two,

SLIDE
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1200, 14 Oct
Continuing the attack on the following morning the first battalion beccupied hill

283 at 0400 and brought up four ta:k destroyers that had managed to ford the river,
These tank destroyers from the 776th Tank Destroyer Battalion supported the infantry
from hull down positions. By the end of the morning the area south of phase line
two had been cleared of the enemy and contact made with the 168th Infantry on the
left and the 45th Infantry Division on the right.

Before the division could oontinue the advance it was now necessary that the
bridges be constructed so that essential supplies and supporting weapons could be
brought forward. This proved to be the toughest part of the battle.

On the morning of the 13th of October Companv A, 36th @ombat Engineers began
moving the divisional bridging material to previously selected bridging sites morth
of L.,ANNUNZIZATA. In an effort to speed up operations the rubber floats were inflated
prior to loading on trucks, T!is attempt to save some time nearly proved disastrous
because the enemy guns opened fire and as the head of the coclumn reached L'ANNUNZIZATA
scored hits on several of the trucks. Shell fragments peirced many of the floats
and damaged them beyond repair. Men patched the repairable floats and repaired the
other material and finally managed to get them down to the river by way of an unim-
proved dirt road and head started to launch the bridge when the enemy opened up a
second time and destroyed more floats and equipment and caused heavy casualties
among the engincers, Operations had to stop. During the afternoon the equipment was
pulled back to a concealed position and again reP®ired as much as possible. In the
evening, in the cover of a smoke screen, another attempt was made to construct a
bridge., No sooner had the smoke started than the enemj started shelling the area

again and made work impossible. In the meantime, a reconnasiss-nce party hed found
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another site in a defiladed sp&t,near SQUILLE. This place presented more diffi-
cult technical problems than had the first site as the river was wider and the
banks and approaches were more difficult to exploit.

However, the advantage presented by defilade outweighed all of the disadvan-
tages and the bridging equipment was moved to the new site. By borrowing floats
from another unit, Company A was able to finish a workeble bridge by 1030 on the
morning of 14 October, and shortly thereafter the approaches had been improved and
the Qﬁads cleared of mines assuring the 135th Infantry a supply route,

To supély the 168th Infantry it was planned to construct a 30-ton ponton bridgd.
at the old ferry site below CATAZZO. The enemy by means of the artillery observers
located on the high ground around CAIAZZO'preven£ed Company B of the 16th Armored
Engineers frcm‘starting owrk on this bridge until the afternoon of 14 October., Once

started the work went rapidly forward until the action was completed by the morning

‘

" of 15 October.,

?rior to this time the 168th Infantry had been foreced to evacuate their wound-
ed and transport its food and ammunition in assualt boats., This involved the diffi-
cult task of fighting the swift current and of handcarrying all of the supplies up
the hills to the troops.

With the winning of thé fight to construct the bridge and get the supplies
rolling across the river, the first battle Qf the VOLTURNO was won and the divi-
sion took up the pursuit of the fleeing army.

In the action just discussed the 34th Infantry was confronted by very diffi-
cult problems of weather, terrain, and enemy. The success achieved was proportional
to the care with which the action was planﬁed.

What lessons may be learned from this acti§n?

1, Lives and equipment were lost due to the fact that after suitable crossing
sites had been found, one unit neglected to provide a means by which the troops
could find the correct crogsiné under cover of darkness and smoke during the ex=
citement of battle. Guides or other means must be provided to assist troops in

moving from their final assembly area to proper crossing sites.,
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2, Much time was lost and a gre:t deal of invalua le eq ipment destroyed because
of failure to pick a defileaded bridging site when one was available and due to the
failure of our t;oOpS to remove ground artillery avgilabée chservation from éhé '
bridging sites. Reconnaissance for bridging sites must be as thorough as that for
fhe selection of fording and ferrying sites. Ground observed artillery fire must
be pushed back without delay.

3. The agressive patrolling and probing prior to the attack paid-off in several
instances where battalions were able to make crossings practically unopposed, Thg
one éxception to this was the case where the company ren into the mine-field. Pa-
trolling prior to a river crossing should be aggressively carried out in order to
probe the enemy's defenses.,

4, Coordination of plans down to company and platoon level is important. Be-
cause of the laco of coordination in the case of the penetration of SAN GIOVANNI by
Conpany G of tﬁev168th Infantry our troops were killed by their own artillery and
full advgntage of their move could not be exploited.

Having discussed the deliberate type of crossing, let us consider briefly the
hasty type.

6n the afternoon of May 2. 1945, the Commeanding General of the 71st Infantfy'
Division found that the only drossihg over the INN River, in the zone of his divi=-
sion, were two dams (one of which was located at ERING and the'othenvat OBENBERG,
AUSTRIA). Judging from the fact that the leading elements of the division were
still 35 to 40 kilometers from the dams, it was apparent that some action must be
taken without delay or the division would be forced to make an assualt ecrossing of
the river_when it was reached. General Wyman immediately decided to atfempt to seize
the two dams intact in the hope that at least one of them could be used to carry
the division into AUSTRIA.

It was decided to motorize one battalion from the 66tk Infantry and one batta-
lion from the 5th Infanbry and to make a headlong dash for the two dams counting
heavily on surprise and aggressive action to decide the issue in our favor;

The first battalion, 66th Infantry, was ordered to capture the dem &% OBENBERG.
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In order to make the uﬁmost speed and assure suécess the battalion commander de-
cided that rather than wait until sufficient vehicles to motorize his battalion
arrived, he would organize a small task force consisting of one rifle company, an
8l-mm mortar section, a tank destroyer platoon from the 635th Tank Destroyer Batta=-
lion, the battalion antitank platoon (for direct fire missions, not for antitank
purposes) a platoon of chemical mortars, and a heavy mécﬁiné gun platoon., The regi-
mental intelligence and reconnaissance platoon was assigned as a reconnaissance and
covering forde, The balance of the battalion was placed under command of the bat-
talion executive WhO'W&S ordered to follow as soon as the battalion was motogized
and go into as assembly ares in the vicinity of ESSFLING, GERMANY, it was also dir-
ected to clean up any enemy bypassed by the task force.

At about 1400, 2 M;y, the task force after very careful briefing, moved out
with orders not to stop short of the dam under any circumstances, Since the situ-
ation at the time was what is usually termed "fluid" it was felt that there was a
good chance of running on through the enemy without stopping to fight. That is
actually what happened,

After passing through the corps covering force, the 3d Cavalry Group (Reinf),
the task force ran into several small groups of the enemy that werealmost too sur-
‘prised to react and with the exception of»one instance when the leader of the in-
telligence and recomnaissance platoon displayed sufficient lack of judgment to
halt his unit and engage in a fire fight on foot, the task force rushed past\these
groups firing only when absolutely necessary, and then from their vehicles,

All wire lines along the route of advance were out with the result that when
the leading elements of the task force arrived at the dam they found the bulk of the
troops on the German side seated comfortably in the mess hall enjoying their usual
stew. The arrival of_the task force naturally alerted ghe Germans on the Austrian
side of the river, 1In spite of heavy fire from the Austrian side, the troops on
the near side of the dam were quickly subdued and taken prisoner, An officer in
the meantime had forced an engineer employed on the dam fo lead him under the
river into the tunnel which contained approximately S-tons of demolitions, placed

8
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in order to destroy the dam. He quickly removed the detonating caps from the
charge and the dam was saved. It was learned later that the enemy enlisted men
detailed to bloﬁ‘the d;m had been killed by the first round from the 76-mm Tank
destroyer guns,

The destrﬁction Ef the dam having been prevented, the next step was to se-
cure a bridgehead on the Austrian side, This was accomplished by sending the
rifle company, under cover of a smoke screen and all available fire pdwer, through
the tunnel and out onto the Austrian approach. As the men cleared the tunnel and
started uﬁ the dike, they became heavily engaged and progress was very slow. In the
meantime the battalion executive arrived on the scene and was directed to send a force
across thevriver by means of captured boats and barged to eﬁvelop the enemy right
flank; As soon as this force sppeared on the enemy flank all resistance collapsed
and by 2200 the bridgehead was firmly established,

During the night the batfalion was busily engaged, gathering in units as large
as companies that had been dispatched to the defense of the dam, totally unaware that
it had already fallen, By morning the prisoners taken outnumﬁered the battalion,
the total beiﬁg about 1,000 , The battalion had to guard the prisoners as well as
hold the periﬁeter of the dam until th; arrival of the regiment the following day.

From this example we ean learn that when speed is the essential ingredient for
the success qf an operation, the final decision must rest with bold commanders, will=
ing to make decisions, and with aggressive troéps that are willing and able to

garry out the missions as calledfor by these decisions,

10



BIBLIOGRAPHY

FCOR

RIVER CROSSINGS

Bield Manual 100-5 pars. 786-832

From the Volturno to the Winter Line--War Department Military Intelligence
Division

Current Reports from Overseas No, 28

Intelligence Report 2177-43 (R-S 649§)1

1
Intelligence Report 2444-43 (R-S 6497)

Battle Experiences ETO No. 87

Memorandum to JIA Reception Center Na, 6191 (R-S 6887-2)1

After Action Report 7lst Infantry Division

History of the 71st Infantry Division

1
R numbers refer to C%GSC Archives File numbers





