





Thorough training in the firing of +.2
mortars from landing craft was given at
the Assault Training Center. It included
not only the technique of fire but the
proper coordination of infantry move-
ment in connection therewith. Prelim-
inary plans for the employment of the
assault mortar battalions in this role were
prepared, and the necessary smoke am-
munition provided. Shortly prior to
D-day, however, the Navy, which is in
ccmplete control of amphibious opera-
tions until troops reach shore, vetoed the
firing of smoke by any means other than
from naval vessels, prior to landing. A
great disappointment at the time, it
actually made no difference in the end,
since the sea was so rough on D-day that
it would have been impossible to fire
mortars from landing craft, anyway.

On D-day, the st Infantry Division,
with the 8lst Chemical Battalion at-
tached, landed on Omaha Beach. Here
the Germans threw everything in the
book at the attackers. Mortars were
used to fire on machine-gun nests and
to lay smoke to cover the advance of the
attacking force.

At this same time, the 87th Chemical
Battalion, attached to the 4th Infantry
Division, landed on Utah Beach. For
about six hours 4.2-inch mortars were
the sole “artillery” support of the 4th
Division. The next day “A” Company
stopped two enemy counterattacks by
intense barrages. The Battalion con-
tinued to support the advance of the In-
fantry towards Montebourg and St.
Mere Eglise. The ruins of these two
villages stand today as grim witnesses
of the destructive power of the 4.2 mor-
tar. Three days later, “B” and “C”
Companies were attached to the 101st
Airborne Division for bridging the
Douve River and the attack on Caren-
tan. The use of WP was officially cred-
ited with being a strong factor in the
capitulation of Carentan.

The 81st Battalion moved on, still
supporting the Infantry through the
towns of Foret de Cerisy, St. Margaret
d’Elle and Comains. During the next
few days the Battalion was divided up
between the 2d and 29th Divisions.

On 13 June the 87th Battalion was

attached to the 9th Division, except
“B” Company which was attached to
the 82d Airborne Division. These
units were in the process of sealing off
the Cherbourg Peninsula. Cherbourg
fell on 27 June. The Battalion had some
trouble with German snipers during this
period. “A” and “B” Companies were
attached to the 9th Infantry Division
for several days, supporting its advance.

From 13 June to the first week in
August the 81st Battalion, supporting
the 2d and 29th Infantry Divisions,
moved forward very slowly, firing from
the same position for several weeks at a
time. This was in the strongly-prepared
German positions around Hills 192 and
195 and the St. Lo area. The Infantry
could fight until exhausted and be re-
placed by others, but the mortarmen had
to stay by their mortars, supporting the
attack. By this time the Infantry had
learned of the terrific 'support afforded
them by 4.2s and were calling on them
more and more.

About 1 July the 86th Chemical Bat-
talion arrived in France. It was at-
tached as follows: “A” Company to
90th Division, “C” to 79th Division, and
“D” to the 82d Airborne. “B” Company
had an accident in the channel on the-
way over: The ship carrying the com-
pany either struck a mine or was tor-
pedoed, causing several casualties and
the loss of most of the company equip-
ment. It was not possible to re-equip
and put the company into action until
several weeks later. The 86th Battalion
supported the infantry divisions in the
attack on the high ground south of Pont
I’Abbe and St. Sauveur.

The 92d Battalion arrived in France
about the same time as the 86th.
Within a few days of arrival it was at-
tached in entirety to the 30th Infantry
Division and went into combat. On 1
August the Battalion was still in support
of the 30th at Tessy-sur-Vire, and short-
ly afterward was relieved for a short rest.

The 92d Battalion accomplished
everything expected of it during the
Normandy Campaign, although it was a
little late in getting into the picture, and
its record as a whole is as outstanding
as any.



From about 28 June to 20 July, the
87th Battalion was in support of the 4th
and 83d Divisions in the advance south
of Carentan. The next day the Bat-
talion was attached to the lst, 4th, and
9th Divisions for the attack on St. Lo.

During late July and early August, the
86th Battalion was attached to the 8th
and 83d Divisions for the great attack
on the fortress at St. Malo and the strong
points at Dinard. Mortar fire of HE
and WP played a very large part in the
surrender of the citadel on 17 August.

August was a busy month for all the
mortar battalions. By 6 August the 81st
had fought all the way from Omaha
Beach to the Vire River, keeping the
Germans constantly within the range of
their 4.2s. A few days later the Battalion
was attached to the 2d and 29th Divi-
sions for support in the push through
Vire, Tinchebray and Sourdeval. From
20 to 26 August, the Battalion was at-
tached operationally to the 80th and 90th
Divisions. It then moved into the Falaise
Gap area on support missions in the
final stages of this operation.

From 27 August to | September, “A”
and “B” Companies were attached to
the 4th Division and continued after the
retreating Germans towards Belgium.
“C” and “D” Companies attached to the
28th Division, participated in the Honor
March and Victory Parade in Paris on
29 August 1944, later resuming their
pursuit of the Germans.

The 86th was also busy. Attached to
the 2d, 8th, and 29th Divisions, this
battalion supported the attack on Brest
from 25 August until 19 September,
when the great seaport fell. Almost
50,000 rounds of 4.2 ammunition had
been fired against the defenders. It was
here that prisoners declared, “The fire
from the heavy mortars is inhuman.”
Others stated they had nicknamed it
“Whispering Death.” On top of this
testimony, the praise from supported
infantry commanders was lavish.

The 87th Battalion, during August,
was attached to the- Ist, 4th, and 9th
Infantry Divisions. The German re-
treat caused the companies to displace
forward frequently. Around Mortain
there was considerable activity in blast-
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ing out strong points of enemy rear
guards. Forward observers had a field
day blasting out these points and inter-
dicting the lines of retreat. Large bodies
of troops were literally cut to pieces
when caught in the open. This was one
of the most effective demonstrations of
the rapid close-in support a 4.2-inch mor-
tar unit can give to a supported unit. One
regimental commander stated that this
close-in support, delivered so quickly and
effectively, was a major factor to the
success of his regiment,

By 25 August the companies were in
assembly areas, after long marches in
the vicinity of Etampes, Corbeil and
Arpajon. The next day saw the libera-
tion of Paris, and on the following day
the Battalion crossed the Seine in pur-
suit of the Germans.

During the period from D-day to 1
September, the chemical battalions ex-
pended almost 150,000 rounds of HE
and about 90,000 rounds of WP. Bat-
talion casualties included: 55 killed, 137
wounded and three missing.

With the fall of Paris, the Normandy
Campaign came to an end. In the en-
suing dash of the American armies across
eastern France and through Belgium, the
battalions were employed to a very lim-
ited extent. However, the work of the
battalions on the Siegfried Line is an
epic in modern military history, of which
the Chemical Warfare Service will be
forever proud. These latter operations
lack the color and dash of the Normandy
Campaign, and hence their story may
hold less interest for the reader. To the
military student, however, the accom-
plishments of the chemical battalions
during the past four months have been
of pre-eminent interest.

So few 4.2 battalions are available,
and they are considered so indispensable
by corps and division commanders that
they have been kept constantly in action,
without any rest. For months at a time,
they have endured every possible hard-
ship of severe weather, difficult terrain,
and enemy action. They have also been
called upon to execute missions for
which the mortar was never designed,
and these missions, too, have been suc-
cessfully executed.



