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WORLD WAR II US PARACHUTE INFANTRY REGIMENTS

INTRODUCTION

The idea of parachute troops had been toyed with since World War I, but it was not until the 1930s that some countries undertook more ambitious trials and actually raised parachute units. The Soviet Union began forming units in 1931, followed by Germany and France in 1937, and Italy the following year. Britain waited until World War II had begun before raising its first units in 1940. Deployment concepts ranged from using paratroopers as small raiding detachments, to large strike units spearheading ground forces.
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Classic study of a paratrooper, apparently of either 507th or 513th PIR, equipped for the Rhine operation in March 1945. He wears the new T-7 parachute harness with a single-point quick-release buckle centered on the chest, replacing the T-5 harness that required three snap hooks to be unfastened in order to remove it on the DZ. Modeled on that of the British Irvin harness, the quick release was operated by pulling out a safety clip, rotating the plate 90 degrees, and slapping it with the palm of the hand. The reserve parachute was still attached below the quick-release by two snap hooks, however. This man has an M3 knife strapped to his right ankle, and demolition bags hanging at his thighs (see Plate F). The Griswold container on his right side has the extension added by 17th Abn Div riggers, to enable an M1 Garand rifle to be carried fully assembled. (Tom Laemlein/Armor Plate Press)
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A paratrooper on the way to Germany entertains his “stick” (planeload of paratroopers) with a harmonica. The small flap on the front of his T-5 reserve parachute allowed inspection of the locking-wire and pins, which passed from the red ripcord handle at the right of the pack and through two pierced cones to secure the pack closed. If his main canopy deployed only partially, thus slowing his descent, he might have time to place his left arm across the front of the reserve, pull the handle with his right hand, and drop it. With the pins removed from the cones, the pale-colored elastic cords would pull open the pack’s covering panels; the jumper then had to pull out the folded 22ft white canopy, throw it outwards, and shake the suspension lines to inflate it fully. Given the low altitudes from which combat jumps were made, success was far from certain, and the deploying reserve might get tangled inside the partly deployed main canopy. (Tom Laemlein/Armor Plate Press)

The spring 1940 invasions of Norway and the Low Countries, where Germany employed paratroopers, glider troops, and air-landed troops, encouraged other armies to expand their efforts urgently. The US Army began seriously examining the concept of paratroopers and glider troops, but from the American perspective they were largely viewed as raiding forces that would operate in no larger units than battalions. Temporary task forces could be formed if larger units were necessary, but the idea of permanent regiments, much less divisions, was seldom discussed.

On July 1, 1940 the 48-man Parachute Test Platoon was formed at Ft Benning, Georgia, to test training methods, equipment, and jump techniques. This was deemed successful, and the 1st Parachute Battalion was activated on September 16, being redesignated 501st Parachute Battalion on October 1; this was followed by the 502nd Prcht Bn on July 1, 1941. The Provisional Parachute Group was formed on February 25, 1941 – not as a tactical unit, but to provide cadres for new units, develop training literature, study unit organization, and develop tactics and procedures. There were difficulties in obtaining sufficient qualified manpower, shortages of parachutes and aircraft, and insufficient training facilities.

The 503rd and 504th Prcht Inf Bns were activated August 22 and October 5, 1941, respectively. Following the successful German airborne invasion of Crete in May 1941 it was decided that there needed to be a higher tactical command echelon for the parachute battalions. The “group” concept allowed a varied number of battalions to be attached and tailored for missions, but it was decided that the “regiment” was more effectual: the term was familiar to infantrymen, was compatible with standard infantry tactics, and ensured that a regiment would be activated for every three parachute battalions.

As the battalions completed their training they were transferred to GHQ control. On March 21, 1942 the Provisional Parachute Group was expanded into the Airborne Command, tasked with raising new units, overseeing training, coordinating airlift, and developing doctrine and techniques. It was moved to Ft Bragg, North Carolina, while the four-week jump school remained at Ft Benning. In April 1943 the Abn Cmd relocated to the new Camp Mackall near Ft Bragg, and on March 1, 1944 it was redesignated the Airborne Center.

There was still argument over the need to field airborne divisions as the Germans, British, and Soviets were doing. Opponents of the division proposed temporary task forces, with a mix of parachute and glider regiments and attached support units. Proponents argued for a division with three parachute regiments and an organic air transport group. The first two airborne divisions were finally approved in July 1942, the 82nd and 101st Abn Divs being activated by splitting the former.
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Platoon leaders of the 503rd PIR conferring during training in New Guinea between October 1943 and February 1944. In the lush Pacific jungles helmet camouflage nets would have been practical, but they were seldom used. The officer at left has a slung M1928A1 Thompson SMG. It is often assumed that older weapons were replaced on a one-for-one basis when newer ones arrived; in fact, units often retained what they had and used both old and new side by side. The officer to the right has an M1936 musette bag, M17 binoculars case, and 18in M1942 machete. (Tom Laemlein/Armor Plate Press)

On February 24, 1941, 1st Bn, 501st Prcht Inf Regt was activated, though the complete regiment was not activated for almost two years. Before this happened the 1st Bn was inactivated on November 2, 1942 in Australia, and its assets were used to organize a new 2nd Bn, 503rd PIR (the original 2/503rd PIR had been sent to Britain). The 501st PIR itself was finally activated on November 15, 1942 at Camp Toccoa, GA, along with a new 1st Battalion.

The first two complete PIRs were activated on March 2, 1942: the 502nd from the 502nd Prcht Bn, and the 503rd PIR from the 503rd and 504th PIBs. Those battalions had been redesignated on February 24, 1942 prior to the regiments’ activation. Through 1942 eight complete regiments were activated, and six more during 1943; a single PIR was formed in 1945 by converting a Glider Infantry Regiment.

This book provides capsule histories of the PIRs, and the color plates display virtually all of their uniforms, field equipment, weapons, and insignia, concentrating on items unique to the paratroopers. As the capsule histories show, many of the parachute infantry regiments were among the most decorated units in the US Army, seeing action in all theaters of operations.



	Mediterranean Theater parachute operations



	Location
	Date
	Unit(s)
	Mission



	Tafraoui, Algeria
	Nov 8, 1942
	2/503rd PIR (-)
	Secure airfield



	Youks-les-Bains, Algeria
	Nov 15
	2/503rd PIR (-)
	Secure airfield



	El Djen, Tunisia
	Dec 24
	Prov plat 2/503rd PIR
	Destroy bridge



	Gela, Sicily
	July 9, 1943
	505th PIR, 3/504th PIR
	Support amphibious assault



	Gela, Sicily
	July 10
	504th PIR (-)
	Support amphibious assault



	Salerno, Italy
	Sept 13
	504th PIR (-)
	Reinforcement



	Salerno, Italy
	Sept 14
	505th PIR
	Reinforcement



	Avellino, Italy
	Sept 14
	2/509th PIR
	Divisionary raid



	Le Muy, S. France
	Aug 15, 1944
	517th PIR, 509th PIB, 1/551st PIR
	Support amphibious assault






	European Theater parachute operations



	Location
	Date
	Units
	Mission



	St Martin de Varreville & Pouppeville, France
	June 5/6, 1944
	501st, 502nd & 506th PIR
	Support amphibious assault



	Ste Mère Eglise & Carentan, France
	June 5/6
	505th, 507th & 508th PIR
	Support amphibious assault



	Grave & Nijmegen, Netherlands
	Sept 17
	504th, 505th & 508th PIR
	Support offensive



	Eindhoven, Netherlands
	Sept 17
	501st, 502nd & 506th PIR
	Support offensive



	Wesel, Germany
	March 24, 1945
	507th & 513th PIR
	Support offensive & river crossing






	Southwest Pacific Theater parachute operations



	Location
	Date
	Unit(s)
	Mission



	Nadzab, New Guinea
	Sept 5, 1943
	503rd PIR
	Seize airfield, block enemy withdrawal



	Noemfoor Island
	July 3–4, 1944
	503rd PIR (-)
	Reinforcement



	Manarawat, Leyte
	Nov 27–Dec 3
	detachments
	Establish base(1)



	Manarawat
	Dec 4
	A/457th PFAB
	Position artillery



	Tagaytay Ridge, Luzon
	Feb 3, 1945
	511th PIR
	Seize dominating terrain



	Tagaytay Ridge
	Feb 4
	457th PFAB
	Deliver artillery & support



	Corregidor Island
	Feb 16
	503rd PIR (-)
	Seize island



	Los Baños, Luzon
	Feb 23
	B/1/511th PIR (+)
	Liberate internees



	Dutch New Guinea
	May 18–20, 1945
	Team/1st Recon Bn
	Rescue crash survivors(2)



	Camalaniugan, Luzon
	June 23
	1/511th PIR (+)
	Block enemy withdrawal




Notes:

(1) Elements of division HQ, signalmen and medics, a rifle platoon, the Reconnaissance Platoon, etc. were individually parachuted in to establish the division forward CP.

(2) This non-combat operation was conducted by a scratch team of Filipinos of the Parachute Section, 1st Recon Bn, Special, to rescue three survivors of a C-47 transport crash. Once the survivors’ injuries allowed it, they and 11 rescuers were extracted in three CG-4A gliders on July 2.


THE AIRBORNE DIVISIONS

Organization

The Army activated five airborne divisions: the 82nd and 101st on August 15, 1942 at Camp Claiborne, Louisiana; the 11th on February 25, 1943 at Camp Mackall, NC; the 17th on April 15, 1943 also at Camp Mackall; and the 13th on August 13, 1943 at Ft Bragg, Georgia. A 15th Abn Div with the 545th PIR was planned, but never activated.
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Armed with an M1A1 folding-butt carbine, a soldier of the 101st Abn Div’s Special Troops (white square assembly marker on helmet sides) hands out C-rations to grateful French civilians. A C-ration case was packed with 24 each “meat units” and “bread units,” one can of each constituting a meal. (Tom Laemlein/Armor Plate Press)

The assigned parachute regiments had usually been activated at an earlier date and a different location. Since the regiments were at least partly trained and had been separate units, they sometimes had difficulty integrating into their parent division, to whose non-jumping elements they considered themselves superior. On paper a division had one parachute and two glider infantry regiments, the opposite of the British model; this mistake was soon recognized, and one or two additional parachute regiments were attached (however, the 82nd began life with two PIRs and one GIR). There were 14 fully formed PIRs even though there were only five divisions. There were also three regiments of which only one battalion was activated, these subsequently serving as separate battalions.

[image: images]

Shoulder patch of 82nd Airborne Division, “All Americans.”

The early PIRs were raised from existing separate battalions, which were split to provide the cadres for the new battalions, and newly qualified paratroopers were assigned from the jump school. In other instances cadres came from earlier-raised PIRs. Yet other regiments were formed entirely from untrained troops augmented by some cadres from non-parachute units. They would undertake basic and specialty training together, and then attend jump school, one battalion at a time.

The selection of parachute regimental commanders was meticulous. Preference was given to officers who had been in the parachute troops since the earliest days, and most had been parachute battalion commanders and/or had served on regimental and battalion staffs. No regimental commanders were brought into the airborne fold who had not served in such positions. Few if any battalion commanders were brought in from non-parachute units, not even from glider regiments within the same division – the parachute fraternity was that well entrenched.

Most infantry regiments relied on post medical units for support in training, and were assigned medical detachments only when alerted for overseas deployment. However, medical detachments were assigned to PIRs during training, since they too had to be toughened up and parachute-qualified.
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	2nd BATTALION, 509th PARACHUTE INFANTRY REGIMENT; UK & MOROCCO, 1942–43
Deployed to Britain in June 1942 as the 2/503rd PIR, this unit was redesignated 2/509th PIR on November 2, 1942. In Britain the battalion became a showcase unit, frequently being visited by VIPs. The same held true while it was operating the Fifth Army Airborne Training Center at Oujda, French Morocco, where it trained its own replacements, provided ground tactical training to glider pilots, and trained other units in airlift and aircraft loading.





	
	The 1942 “parachute jumper coat and trousers” provided paratroopers with a distinctive and functional uniform. While well designed, however, it proved to be hot owing to its tight weave, while still being insufficient for cold weather, and its light tan color was too conspicuous in European forests and tropical jungles. It was not uncommon to paint on green bands or splotches; this was not necessarily a unit-wide practice, but was left to individuals.



	
	(1) The M1 steel helmet worn by this private first class is camouflage-painted (a common practice in the unit). He has unlined horsehide riding gloves, and a rigger-made four-pocket chest pouch for M9A1 antitank rifle grenades, in addition to his standard web equipment. This comprises the M1936 pistol belt, suspenders, and musette bag worn as a pack. While not all are visible here, on the belt are an M1910 metal-cap canteen in its carrier behind his right hip; M1916 holster for the M1911A1 pistol; two “Air Corps” rifle clip holders; M1924 first aid pouch; M1918 pistol magazine pouch; 33ft lowering rope, and M1905 bayonet in M3 scabbard. He is armed with an M1903 bolt-action rifle with an M1 grenade-launcher on the muzzle (the M7 launcher for the M1 Garand rifle became available only in late 1943). Other items are stuffed into his pockets.



	
	(2) This rifleman, armed with an M1 Garand, has camouflaged his clothing and attached a British camouflage net to his helmet. This view shows the M1936 field or “musette” bag, also streaked with paint, attached to his suspenders; note the soldier’s name stenciled on the flap in black below the “U.S.” This angle shows the “Air Corps” pouches beside his canteen.



	
	(3) The battalion’s “pocket patch,” depicting a jumper (known as the “Gingerbread Man”) standing in the door, was worn on the breast of officers’ leather flight jackets.



	
	(4) The Fifth Army left shoulder-sleeve insignia was worn in Morocco, sometimes with an added white-on-black felt “Parachute” tab.



	
	(5) This small “Gingerbread Man” was later painted on the sides of the helmet.



	
	(6) M9A1 high explosive AT rifle grenade, in original yellow finish; from 1943 they were painted olive drab.



	
	(7) Mk II fragmentation grenade, also issued painted yellow until early 1943.



	
	(8) The “Air Corps pouch” rifle clip holder held five 8-round M1 clips or seven 5-round M1903 clips.



	
	(9) The M1924 first aid pouch held a small Carlisle field dressing in a tear-open copper can. If the can was painted red, rather than the standard OD, it held a packet of antibiotic sulfa powder. The introduction of a waxed cardboard packet in place of the can required the slightly enlarged M1942 pouch, otherwise identical.
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During a training exercise, paratroopers of a parachute field artillery battalion manhandle a 75mm M1A1 pack howitzer on an M8 carriage designed for airborne use; as usual for this task, they have stacked ammo tubes on top of the trail. The “75 pack” was broken down into nine airdrop loads each under a 24ft G-1 cargo parachute. At left is part of the M4 “paracrate” for the cradle and top sleigh, and above it is the M1 paracrate for the front trail. (Tom Laemlein/Armor Plate Press)

A parachute field artillery battalion (PFAB) was typically partnered with the PIR, though there were instances of GFABs being placed in direct support of PIRs during ground combat. Both PFABs and GFABs were under the division artillery, and supported whatever units needed them. In early 1945 one of the glider infantry regiments was deleted, and one of the attached parachute regiments was assigned to the division to give it two. Any other attached regiments usually remained in that status. A second PFAB was added, and a second engineer company was converted to parachute. This was accompanied by a “plus-up” of all other divisional units to make the division more effective in prolonged ground combat.

It should be noted that other than the PIR, PFAB, one company of the engineer battalion, the parachute maintenance company, reconnaissance platoon, and a few specialist individuals in other units, no other troops of the airborne division were parachute-qualified. All other units were trained to be delivered by glider or other air transport.1

Mention must be made of the 11 Glider Infantry Regiments that served alongside the PIRs. These consisted of only two battalions each with three companies. The companies had a weapons platoon and only two rifle platoons, but each with three rifle squads and a mortar squad in the HQ. Under the 1945 reorganization one GIR was removed; the remaining glider regiment received a third battalion, and the rifle companies third rifle platoons. The division retained its two glider field artillery battalions.

A point of contention between the flamboyant paratroopers and the non-volunteer “glider-riders” was that the latter received no hazardous duty pay or special insignia other than a glider cap patch, nor could they wear jump boots. They finally received “glider wings” on March 14, 1944, and hazardous duty pay on June 4, but they received only half that of paratroopers – $25 for enlisted and $50 for officers. Only five of the 11 GIRs actually conducted glider assaults, though two of them twice.

Deployment

Parachute regiments and their accompanying units were costly to equip, train and prepare for combat, and were extremely valuable specialized assets. They required highly motivated, physically fit troops, many of whom could have been NCOs or junior officers in other units. Given the time and effort spent on parachute regiments, they could not be wasted away in prolonged ground combat once their airborne mission had been completed. The doctrine held that parachute troops should be relieved and withdrawn to their base as soon as practical after the arrival of
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	Basic airborne division, 1942–44, T/O 71



	Division establishment
	8,505(3)



	HQ & HQ Company, Airborne Division
	200



	Parachute Infantry Regiment(1)
	2,029



	HQ & HQ Company & Band(2)
	162



	Parachute Infantry Battalion (x3)
	530



	Service Company
	208



	Medical Detachment
	69



	Glider Infantry Regiment (x2)
	1,678



	HQ & HQ Company
	236



	Glider Infantry Battalion (x2)
	643



	Service Company
	85



	Medical Detachment
	71



	Airborne Engineer Battalion
	436



	Airborne Antiaircraft Artillery Battalion
	505



	Airborne Division Artillery
	1,474



	HQ & HQ Battery & Band(2)
	125



	Parachute Field Artillery Battalion
	573



	Glider Field Artillery Battalion (x2)
	384



	Medical Detachment
	8



	Special Troops
	 



	Airborne Medical Company
	215



	Airborne Signal Company
	85



	Airborne Ordnance Maintenance Company
	77



	Provisional Parachute Maintenance Company(3)
	 



	Military Police Platoon
	38



	Provisional Reconnaissance Platoon(3)
	40–60



	Counterintelligence Corps Detachment
	6
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Tracking the divisions
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