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US Army Airborne 1940-90

Introduction

The first fifty years of the US Army airborne arm is a story of continuing battles with the nation’s enemies, of battles within the Army’s hierarchy, of change, and of adaptation. If there is any single attribute the airborne soldier can claim as his most sterling, it is his uncanny ability to adapt—his flexibility. Be it on a confused battlefield deep behind enemy lines, in a structured exercise that begins to fall apart, in response to the demand for a different tactical concept or to the need for a new piece of equipment, a paratrooper will adapt: he will do something. The very nature of a paratrooper demands this ability to adapt. There is something in most men who are willing to take that extra step and volunteer for the airborne that sets them apart from other soldiers. This is not to say that other soldiers are inferior; but the extra effort it takes to be a paratrooper, the motivation and ésprit de corps it develops within these units is something not to be taken lightly.

The very reason many countries retain airborne units is the simple fact that they know that the kind of individuals they attract have the ability and willingness to take that extra step when the going becomes difficult, when an extra effort is needed to win the day. Few countries nowadays actually expect to employ their airborne units solely by parachute, but they do know that paratroopers have the flexibility and motivation to successfully accomplish their mission when others might falter. The fact that they have soldiers willing to throw their bodies, burdened with excessive equipment, out of a speeding aircraft on a moonless night is in itself worth the effort and expense of maintaining airborne units. Peacetime training, regardless of how much lip-service is paid to realism, is still training. Soldiers do get hurt and killed in training, but everyone knows it is all done with the priority on safety. Jumping from an aircraft in flight, and landing under a parachute with a heavy load on who knows what kind of terrain, is a conscious act requiring a soldier to control his natural apprehension and fear far beyond what most soldiers are expected to endure. This form of stress and fear is not unlike that found in combat and familiarity with it will greatly aid a soldier in controlling it once engaged in actual combat. Airborne training provides a country with a highly motivated, aggressive, physically fit soldier with some degree of pre-exposure to the stress of combat, backed by a unit boasting the pride and prestige so necessary to maintain unit cohesion in the rigours of battle. It creates a soldier with the ability and desire to accomplish the mission against challenging odds, with the required flexibility and independence of action.
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The first drawing of the parachutist badge by Bailey, Banks and Biddle Co., Philadelphia jewellers. The 501st Prcht. Bn. ordered 350 on 6 March 1941 for presentation on 15 March; officially approved on 10 March.

Score of books chronicle the battles and exploits of the airborne. In an effort not to provide just another such book, this author will examine the evolution of the airborne’s unit structure; how they adapted to the changes in military doctrine, tactics, equipment, and the enemies they fought. It will also follow the confused genealogy of the many airborne units—how they emerged, consolidated, and expanded; where they served, and what became of them.

Abbreviations used:

Units:



	Det
	Detachment



	Plat
	Platoon



	Co
	Company



	Bty
	Battery



	Trp
	Troop



	Bn
	Battalion



	Sdn
	Squadron



	BG
	Battle Group



	Bde
	Brigade



	Gp
	Group



	Regt
	Regiment



	Div
	Division




Branches/Misc.:



	AAA
	Anti-aircraft Arty.



	Abn
	Airborne



	ADA
	Air Defense Arty.



	AIB
	Abn. Inf. Bn.



	AIR
	Abn. Inf. Regt.



	ARCT
	Abn. Regimental Combat Team



	Armd or AR
	Armored or Armor



	ARNG
	Army National Guard



	Arty
	Artillery



	ASA
	Army Security Agency



	AT
	Anti-tank



	Avn
	Aviation



	CA
	Civil Affairs (military government)



	Cav
	Cavalry



	Engr
	Engineer



	FA
	Field Artillery



	GFAB
	Glider Field Arty. Bn.



	GIR
	Glider Inf. Regt.



	HHB
	Headquarters &Headquarters Bty.



	HHC
	Headquarters &Headquarters Co.



	HHD
	Headquarters &Headquarters Det.



	HHT
	Headquarters &Headquarters Trp.



	HQ
	Headquarters



	Inf
	Infantry



	Lt
	Light



	LRRP
	Long Range Recon. Patrol



	Maint
	Maintenance



	Mech or M
	Mechanized



	MI
	Military Intelligence



	MP
	Military Police



	Opns or ops
	Operations



	Ord
	Ordnance (maintenance)



	Prcht
	Parachute



	Pfdr
	Pathfinder



	PFAB
	Prcht. Field Arty. Bn.



	PIB
	Prcht. Inf. Bn.



	PIR
	Prcht. Inf. Regt.



	Prov
	Provisional (temporary)



	Psyops
	Psychological Operations



	QM
	Quartermaster (supply)



	Recon
	Reconnaissance



	Spl.
	Special



	S&S
	Supply &Service



	S&T
	Supply &Transport



	Sig
	Signal



	Spt
	Support



	Sve
	Service



	TOE
	Table of Organization & Equipment





The Early Days

The first proposal for an airborne assault came from none other than Benjamin Franklin. Influenced by the recent Montgolfier hot air balloon, he proposed that a large number of balloons, loaded with soldiers, be sent into an enemy’s countryside to reap havoc while his main army was deployed at the front. He reasoned that no country could afford to defend the whole of the countryside while also maintaining a field army.

Col. Billy Mitchell, commander of US aviation units in France, proposed the first airborne assault in Oct. 1918. The 1st Division was to be trained (involuntarily) to parachute from heavy bombers (capable of carrying a squad apiece) and extensively armed with machine guns. Units were to be parachuted behind German lines (one plan included taking the city of Metz) in support of the planned spring 1919 offensive, to establish strongpoints as bases of operation, and to attack the enemy’s rear in support of general frontal attacks. Col. Mitchell had sufficient vision to propose supplying these units by air-drop, and using attack aircraft to deny the Germans use of the roads to attack the parachute units while they fortified their bases. The plan was seriously studied and sufficient bombers were expected to be available. The logistics of the operation would have been excessive due to the problems of training thousands of troops and acquiring sufficient parachutes in time. Fortunately for the 1st Division the war ended the following month. But, none the less, it was proved a valid concept 22 years later by the very army that Mitchell’s ‘wild’ proposal was aimed against.

Notes on US Army designation practices

(1) Troops and batteries are company-sized, squadrons are battalion-sized. Infantry regiments were composed of three organic battalions. Detachments are generally platoon or smaller sized, but administratively function as a company. Brigades and groups have several attached battalions and smaller units.

(2) Prior to 1957 tube artillery was under the Field Arty. and anti-aircraft artillery under the Coast Arty. From 1957 to 1969 tube and air defence artillery were consolidated into a single Artillery branch. In 1969 they were again split with tube artillery under the Field Arty. and air defence systems under the Air Defense Artillery.

(3) The Combat Arms Regimental System (CARS) was adopted in 1957 to continue regimental lineages when the regiment was replaced by battle groups from 1957 to 1964, in turn replaced by battallions/brigades in 1964. CARS battle groups and the later battalions carried the lineages of the original regimental companies and not their battalions. Up to 15 battle groups/battalions and/or separate companies could be established under a parent regiment. CARS units are identified by, e.g. 1-506th Inf (1st Bn., 506th Inf.). There was no regimental headquarters and units belonging to the same parent regiment could be assigned to different divisions/brigades. In 1983 CARS began to be replaced by the Army Regimental System (ARS). Similar to CARS with battalions and separate companies carrying the lineage of pre-1957 companies, it establishes parent regiments, permitting soldiers to serve within the same units overseas and in the states. ARS units are identified, e.g. 1/506 Inf. ARS regimental headquarters are strictly administrative and are not assigned to tactical formations nor have tactical control over units. Battalions organic to the pre-1957 regiments are identified in the same manner, e.g. 1/506 PIR.
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Members of the 501st Prcht. Bn. at Ft Benning, 1941 wearing aviation coveralls, Riddell helmets, leather neck protector bib, and T-4 parachutes. Most have their leg cuffs taped or tied. (M.D. Boland via Awbrey Norris)

The airborne torch was next taken up by the Soviet Union (1931), Germany (1937), France (1937), and Italy (1938). Other countries were to dabble with parachute troops in the pre-war years, but it was Germany and the USSR that undertook the most ambitious efforts. Great Britain formed her first parachute units in 1940, these being special operations units; she did not establish tactical units until late 1941. These were followed by a massive airborne establishment to include the formation of Allied special ops and tactical units.

Despite involvement with developing emergency parachutes for aviators since 1918, the US Army’s first tactical experiment was conducted on 29 April 1928 at Kelly Field on the outskirts of San Antonio, Tex., under the auspices of none other than Brig. Gen. Billy Mitchell. Three volunteers from the 2d Division, stationed at nearby Ft Sam Houston, parachuted from a bomber using manually activated parachutes, and set up and fired a machine gun as part of a demonstration. Regrettably, no further experimentation was conducted.

The Army did experiment with air-landing troops, however. In 1931 an artillery battery was air lifted across the isthmus of Panama. In 1932, during manoeuvres at Ft DuPont, Del., a small infantry clement was air-landed behind the opposing force’s lines. The following year, again in Panama, an entire artillery battalion was air-lifted during an exercise.

No further development took place until May 1939 when the Chief of Infantry proposed the formation of a small detachment of ‘air infantry’. When initial co-ordination was attempted with the Air Corps to obtain the necessary aircraft, that branch proposed that airborne troops should be under their control and designated ‘Air Grenadiers’. The Corps of Engineers likewise maintained that, since the airborne troops would principally be employed as saboteurs and demolition specialists in their behind-the-lines operations, they should come under Engineer authority. In late 1939, after a conference involving the three concerned branches, the infantry received control of air infantry and air-landing troops development.

On 2 Jan. 1940 the Chief of Infantry was directed by the War Department to study the practicability of air infantry and the air transport requirements of infantry division ground troops. A plan was soon proposed to form a test platoon under the Infantry Board, and was approved in April. Coordination with the Air Corps was ordered and what came to be known as the Airborne Effort began.

The 1940 German successes with parachute, glider, and air-landed troops in the Low Countries gave an added emphasis to the programme. The accomplishments of these small units were a key factor in increased interest, and also proved the concepts valid. The tactics employed by the Germans were to initially influence the development of the Army’s own airborne doctrine. The 2d Division was directed to test procedures for the air-landing of troops in Sept. 1940. The study focused on a reinforced combined arms infantry battalion for possible service as an air-landed task force. Experimental test parachute drops of personnel and supplies were also conducted at Lawson Field, Ft Benning, Ga.
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Members of the 501st Prcht. Bn., offering a good view of the T-4 backpack, board a C-47 at Lawson Field, Ft Benning, 1941. (M.D. Boland via Awbrey Norris)

The activation of the Army’s first parachute unit, the Parachute Test Platoon, was authorized on 25 June 1940. It was formed on 1 July at Ft Benning, home of the Infantry School, from volunteers from the 29th Inf. Regt. Forty-eight men were selected from the 200 who volunteered. Training began in earnest with the platoon making its first jumps on 16 Aug.; the first mass jump was executed on the 29th.

In the meantime the War Department G-3 Section first recommended that the project be placed directly under its control, and later that it be placed under the Air Corps. General Headquarters (GHQ) maintained that the primary mission of airborne troops was ground combat, and that air transport was merely a means of entry onto the battlefield. Also discussed was where the project should be based, with recommendations ranging from North Carolina to Texas to California. After prolonged discussion the Army’s Deputy Chief of Staff directed that the project remain under the Chief of Infantry at Ft Benning.

On 16 Sept. 1940 the War Department activated the 1st Prcht. Bn. at Ft Benning, redesignating it the 501st Prcht. Bn. on 1 Oct. to place its designation in line with the numbering system then adopted by GHQ. The members of the Test Platoon were absorbed into the new unit, and the parachute project was rapidly expanded with improved training facilities and new drop zones. In order to more effectively plan and execute the continued expansion of the Airborne Effort, and to co-ordinate training, a controlling agency was needed to take the burden off the Chief of Infantry. The Provisional Prcht. Group was formed on 25 Feb. 1941, not as a tactical headquarters, but to provide cadres for new units, prepare training literature, study unit organization, and develop tactical doctrine. The still under-strength 501st Prcht. Bn. was further depleted to provide the cadre for the 502d Prcht. Bn. activated on 1 July 1941.

Problems had arisen with the quality of volunteers, and the ‘wash-out’ rate was excessive. Up to this time volunteers were obtained from replacement training centres, but authorization was given to recruit directly from the 8th and 9th Inf. Divs; this greatly cased the manning problems, and both existing battalions were brought up to strength. The parachutists, previously trained as infantrymen or in other specialities, were instructed in parachute packing and repair and all aspects of jumping, followed by tactical training up through battalion level. The units’ training programmes were often disrupted, however, by requests for demonstrations and participation in manocuvres
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