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ABSTRACT

BOLT FROM THE SKY: The Operational Employment of
Rirborne Forces, by Major Thomas G. Waller, Jr., USA, 48
pages.

This study explores the utility of employing airborne forces at
the operational level of war in a mid-— to high intensity
environment. It first examines the theory of airborne warfare
and the evolution of the airborne idea from pre-World War II
until the present. Its major finding is that despite the
theoretical capability of airborne forces to achieve surprise,
psychological shock, physical momentum, and moral dominance

! enabling friendly forces to attain decisive coperational

; success, the U.S. Army has limited its vision on the employment
of airborne forces to the tactical and strategic levels. The
study then looks at the feasibility of airborne operations,
bath historically and in today’s envirornment of combat, and
finds that, while a2lways risky, small—-scale airborne operations
are feasible at the operational level. Finally, the study
considers what form such an employment might take. Looking at
Soviet theoretical concepts, several BGerman World War II
aperations, and the three major RAllied airborne operations,
Sicily, Normandy, and Operation Market—-Garden, the study
relates ideas developed from these examples toc type missicns
airborne forces may be called upon to execute in the 1980°s.
These include airborne drops behind ernemy lines to seize key
terrain such as a river crossing site or moutain pass, which
would facilitate a ground force deep operation, drops to tie up
erneny reserves to enable amphibious operations or large river
crossings to succeed, or vertical envelopments of key points of
an enemy defensive belt.

There are numerous historical examples in which brigade-sized
or smaller airborne forces were employed in the true spirit of
marneuver warfare in combination with other ground forces.

Where such maneuvers depended on the success of the airborne
cperation for overall success, it is evident that even small
scale airborne forces had decisive operational impact. Since
the U.S. Army and RAir Force today are capable of employing aonly
brigade—size and smaller units at the operational level, this
is ar important findirng. As the U.S. Army attempts to develap
a mareuver style of warfare while implementing its Airland
Battle Doctrine, the air dimensior and maneuver capabilities of
airborne forces must riot be neglected.
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ABSTRACT

BULLT FROM THE SKY: The Operational Employment of
. ' Airborne Forces, by Major Thomas G. Waller, Jr., USA, 48
' \\\ pages.
. This study explores the utility o#%é:éi;ying airborne forces at
the cperational level of 4ar—ir®a mid—lto high intensity Wa .
envisrornment. It first examines the thaory of airborne warfare-\\)
and the evolution of the airkorne icdea from pre-World War II
until the present. Its major finding is that aespxte the ~— °
theoretical capability of airborne forces to achieve surprise,
psychological shock, physical momentum, and moral dominarnce
enabling friendly forces to attain decisive cperational suz 253, The auTin kel
success, Sthe U( s’ Qrmy has limited its vision on %he employment
of airborne forces to the tactical and strategic levels. The
study-~then loocks at the feasibility of airborne operations,
G oy T anth historically and in today's environment of combat, and
Vv?pw firds that, while always risky, small-scale airborre operaticons
w2ttt are feasible at the operational level. Finally, the study
jxh;\;s considers what form such an employment might take. Looking at
35* > Saviet thecretical concepts, several German World War II
o7 wperations, and the three major RAllied airborne operations,
Sicily, Nermandy, arnd Operation Market-Garden, the study
~—7relates ideas developed from these examples to type missiong ﬂT -
airborne forces may be called upcn to execute in the 1982'3155:"5 a.’ L
—-—Thase - tneluded airborne drops behird enemy liries to seize key
terrain such as a river crossing site or mod%ain pass,ywhich
wauld facilitate a ground force deep operation, drops to tie up
enemy reserves to enable amphibious operations or large river
crossings to succeed, or vertical envelopments of key points of
an enemy defersive belt.

There are rnumerous historical examples in which brigade-sized
o smaller airborne forces were employed in the true spirit of
maneuwver warfare in combination with other ground forces.
where such maneuvers depended on the succegs of the airbore
wperation for overall success, it is evident that even small
scale airborne forces had decisive operational impact. ™ Sirce
the LS., Army and Air Force today are capable of employing only
hri1gade~si1:ze and smaller units at the wperaticocrnal level, this

- 15 arn important finding. As the U.S. Army attempts to develop
a mareuver style of warfare while implementing its Rirland
Hattle Ductrire, the air dimerisicon arld maneuver capabilities of
actoorne forces mast not be rneglected,
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Introduction

The British airborne soldier and theorist Haurice TugWell
relates the story of General Karl Student’s triusphant return
to Baerlin aftar his airborne troops had astoundad tha world by
seizing the island of Craete in an audacious airborn..assault in
May cf 1941. After baing decorated with the Knight's Cross for
his exgloits, Student relaxed over coffee with the Fuehrer,
hoping to discuss equally audacious and significant future
missions for his fallschirmjaegers. He nas astounded whan
Hitler looKked at him and said, “0f course you Rnow the the day
of the paratroops is ovar.”t! Although Hitler’s prophecy turned
out to be incorrect in a literal sense, since the Allies Went
on to conduct some tWenty major airborne ogerations in Horld
Har II, debate over the efficacy of airborne oparations has
raged ever since, Opinion covers a broad spectrum -- some hold
that airborne troops never had smuch utility, while others
telieve that paratroopears, like cavalrymen, had their day.
Still others insist that airborna oparations retain a very
important role in warfare. Tugkell himself argues the
conventional wisdom of today, that airborne forces remain
axtremely important as highly mobile, strategically deployable
‘orces, but forces which can be used profitably only in
strateqQic roies. Heliborne forces, he says, have the same

ractical and operational capabilities as airborne forces, and
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are much more efficient and cost-effective to employ at those
lavels.2

The idea behind airborne warfare, however, that of the
vertical envelopment, seems to offer interesting possibilities
for the maneuver style of wWwarfare described in the United
States Aramay’s AirLand Battle Doctrine. By dafinition, an
airborne operation suggests rapidity, unpredictability,
violance, and depth which have led historically to
disorientation and dislocation of opposing forces.® As part of
the structure of modern warfare, AirLand Battle describes the
operational level of war, that is, the level of campaigns and
major operations. It will be the'purpose of this monograph to
explore the utility of using airborne forcas at this level in a
mid- to high~intansity environment. UWhile thara have been many
forms of “airborne” forces, to include glider, helicopter, and
fixed-wing, air-landed forcas, “airborne” in this study refers
specifically to general purpose parachute-landed troops.
Grenada proved the utility of airborne forces tactically in a
low-intensity environment.®* It also confirmed their value as
rapidly deplcyabla stratagic forcas. The question ramainsg,
howaver, whether significant airborna formations can be
employed in the more lathal environment of a mid- to
high-intensity war, and if they can be, whethar they are

capable of accomplishing missions significant enough to wWarrant

1]
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the risk and expenditure of support assats hecessary for thair

success. The papar Hill exploire these issuas by first
considering the theoretical and historical basis for the
employmant of airbornea iorces in an operational rola. He will
then examine evolving concepts oi the feasibility of the
amployment of airborne forces. Finally, we will reconsider the
possible forms and concepts of emélOQment of ajirborne forces in
the late 1988°%s.
The Theory of Rirborne Operations

Uhat doas it mean to amploy airbornae forces in an

operational role? Before embarking on airborne theoru, we must

first conzider some more fundamantal theoretical issues. Some

confusicon exiszts today over just what constitutes the

operational level of war, FMN 183-5 explains that the
operational level is that of a series of joint actions that
comprise & campaign within a theater of Wwar. A campaign
consists of a progressive sequance of major operations aimed at

attaining the strataegic goals for the theatar, The essence of

______ o s -

the operational ari, acloi-diing o is

ha

LR

identification of the eneny’s center of gravity -~ his source

2f strength or balance —-- and +“he cancentration of superior

2 a

combat power against that point two achiave decisive success.=

13

8 The point of confusion cchcerning airborne opearations centers
- arcund the historic debata over whether an airborne force is
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capable of “"major operations”. FM 188-5 describes major
3 cperation: as the coordinated actions of large forces in a
) single phase of a campaign or in a critical battle.® HMany

arnal ;sts of airborne operations have assumed that a majer

3
; operation must be conducted by a large unit whose subordinate
3 forces are merely tactical components. Ffor an airborne force
to be employed at the operational level of war, by conventional
: logic it must be a large, self-contained force capable of
5 independent operations. Otheruwise, it is simply performing a
& tactical function as part of a larger force. Such analysts
g usually cite the German airborne conquast of Crete as tha
; typical example of the use of an airborne force in an
operational role.?7 It ie a minor contention of this paper that
such a theoretical demand for an airborne force, that is, that
: it be capable of “major operations’” on the same scale as
! conventional ground forces, fails to envision the impact that
53 the special capabilities of airbornae forcas can have Wwhich
EE transcend the limitations of ground forces.
J AirtLand Battle Uoctrine suggests that angagamants,
;: battles, and even campaigns cannot be viewed as discrete
(N
af events. A strong relationship exists, therefore, between
tactics, operations, and strategy.® Hance the sequencihg of
4 actions makes time an important function of any given level of
‘i warfara., Tactics focus on the present, While operations look
o
§
:
; 4

a .
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to tha future as well as the praesant., Closely linked to the
function of time is that of space. Since tactics focus on the
present, then the tactical space of a unit consists of that
space Wwithin the range of direct and indirect fire wespons
systems and intaelligeance gathering systams. In cartain
instances the functions of time, space, and size of wnit ’
provide a useful, if formulistic, approach to what is tactical
and what is operational. Specific unit headquarters must Knowu
for what space they are responsible and for what actions they
must plan. Divisions have capabilities afforded by siza and
rrange of available weapons snd intelligence gathering systems
10 affect actions uithin about fifty Kilometers, and such a
short distance compels decisicns now or #ithin a very short
¢ariod of time on what is to occur within that space. It is
appropriate that divisions are involved in tactics. The
Soviets approach the problem of tactics and operations in
precisely this farmulistic +ashion, and assign tactical,
operational, and strategic missions to units based on norms of
unit size and scope of operations.® @Quite obuviously,; theh, &
corps or larger unit can operate at tactical and operational
levels simultaneously, since a corps fights an immediate
battle, but at the sama time must also looKk bayond noii to plan
a sequence of actions for several days.,

Still, there remain other factors which impinge upcn the

B N N S N I W W IR R SN U IR . 1
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cperational level of wmar. The Soviets believe that the ratuwre
of ¢/a objective cehstitutes tha most important consideration

- in deciding which headquarters is given planning responsibility

and whether the mission will be tactical, operational, or
strategic. A river crossing, for example, may be any of the
three levels vased largely on the significance of the obstacle.
Crossing small streams and rivers takes relavively small forces
and little time, thus the focus igc on now and on tha crossing
itself -- on tactics. Eisenhouwer®®s plans for crossing tha
Rhine, howevar, looked toward developing a future capability
for operations that did not exist as long as the Allied forces

Here on the west bankK. Eisenhowar looKed t¢ the future, and

¥ the crossing of the Rhine was an operational or perhaps even a
E stratagic action. It is ironic that the plannad crossing was

\ an operatvion largar than the invaszion of Norsandy, yet &

4 br:dgehead nas saeizxed at Ramagen in a cowp de¢ sain conductad by
3 a battalion task force.

% This rather lengthy discussiun is & necessary prelude to

the consideration of the uze 0t airborne forces operationally,
t.cTause although they possess sowme very severea operaticnal
limnitations, thay also have some vary unique capabilities which
cause us to question the application of conventional norms to

what they do. Consider an example. In the early morning of

' Hay 18, 1949, B85 men silently descanded upon and raeutralized




the powerful Fortrese Ebern Emael, nhich guarded three important
bridgas and the Alliaed dafense lina along tha Albart Canal in
Eelgium. Simultaneocusly, an airborne battalion s«ized two of
the three bridges, and thus opened a corridor into the Low
Countriaes. In & matter of a few hours Garman panzer divisions
were plunging into operational depths, which not only allowed
them to linK up with othar airborne drops near Rotterdam ind
The Hague, but also very quickly posed a strategic threat to
French and British forcas to the south. The seall-scale
airborne operation on tha Albert Canal so shocked &nd surprised
the Allies that the Germans gainad immediate moral ascendancy.
Further, the Allias hastened reinforcemants north, just as the
Germans hoped they wWould, only to find the German main effort
coming out of the Ardannes to their rear.

From this example He see that an airborne force made an
impact far bayond its siza and of far more significinca than
What many would describe as a tactical action in close

oroximitu
proxim: tu

to friendlu forces. The argument here is that
airborne force capabilities so circumvaeant normal time, space,
and size factors that they can accomplish missions of
oparstional impact far beyond the perceived limnits of thaeir oun

size and location of employment. Airborne {forces add an

element of speaed and flaxibility to operations that enhable them

10 seize the initiative in the trua spirit of AirLand Battle,.
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A closer look at the historical evolution of the airborne idea

will shaed more light on the potential use of airborne forces in
operational roles.
The Evolution of tha Airborne lIldea
At thg outbreak of Horld Har II the idea of airborne
operations Was not new. Most major nations by this time had
conducted experiments wWwith parachute-landed forces. Only tuwo
nations, however, had seriously pursued the concept. The

Soviet Union by 1936 had developed a regimental size airborne

unit and Was norking on a division to be employed deep in enemy
f rear areas in accordance with the maneuver warfare idaas of
ﬁ M.N. Tukhachevsky. He anvisionad the usa of airborne farces
“...to vparate batueen deployed enemy corps, army, and front
{ reserves, arresting the action of thosae forces throughout the
*: operational depth of the battlefield.”$? MHestern observers,
% particularly Major General Archibald WHavell, the British
? attache at the time, noted afver observing the use of an
% airborne regiment in the Kiev manauvers of 1936, that the
é‘ paratroops Here “impraisive”, but of questionable tactical
y value, sihce thay ware too lightly aquipped. Thus began the .
; deabate sver tactical survivability versus capability to act
‘g operationally on the battlefield. This debate has largely ‘

governed the developmeant of airborne theory ever since.

ralle

The airborne idea began to Wither in the Soviet army wWith
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the purges of Tukhacheuvsky and others. It was, howaever, at the

; same time being developed by a group of forward thinkaers in
Germany led by Karl Student. Student believed that

: parachuta-landed troops possessed tremandous potential at the
operational level, and so focused developmenty of a Cerman

g forca: ”I saw ay task in davaloping tha parachute and

air~landing troops gradually into battle-daciding

significanca.”it In 1938 Student mas given full support to

devalop an airborne division to ba eaployed in such

combinations with other operations that would enable an

i

exploitation of the tremendous pctential of airborne forces to

_#‘- . i

h; seize the in.tiative and achieve surprise. He have seen the

0

!:, iapact of this vigion in tha campaign in Westarn Ewropae in May
_!) of 1946.

:: Unhile tha Oermans stunned the Allies with their success
&g alcng the Albart Canal, tha airborna units droppad at Rotterdan
;ﬁ and The Hague teatered on the brink of disaster, and wWere saved
?: only by the tismaly arrival of link-up forces which had been

‘E able to penatrate quickiy. Thesa difficultiss, honauvar,

iﬁ receivad scanht attantion in tha auphoris of overall success,

ﬁ% and the Germsans continuad development of thair airborna forces
ﬁé Wwith a view toHard larger-scale operational esmployment,

,;3 Genaral Student did not believe that puraly commando or

fﬁ . tactical missions justified the use of airborne forces

!

X
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othernise. He wWas convinced that airborna forces could ba used
as the main affort force, cven if it meant long periods without
conventional ground suppoert. This concept Was behind the
oparation against Crate uwhich, though successful, cost the
paratroopers 235% in casuslties and resulted in Hitler's
authoritative conclusion -— that tha surprise factor hsd baen
forever lost, and the day cf the paratrooper Kas over.12 HNany
wouid say that Hitlar'’s conclusion was borne cut by thae Allied
airborne experiance uhich followed.

Ironically, the Allies drew inspiration from the Crete
operation, and feveriszhly wWorked to develop their own airborne
forces. Tugwell points out that from the cutset the Allies
looked at two mathods of amplioyment: 1) In direct support of
ground forces, that is; tacticallyy and 2) on #iszions which,
though probably interrelatad with other maneuvars, would not
form an integral part of the ground {force oparation and would
not directly depand on it.1® Thus Rllied thinKing
distinguished tactical from oparational primarily in termes of
degree 0of independence. In this they paralleled General
Studeant?’s thinKing of 1941. These two meathods repra2sent,
incidentally, the predominant thirking in the U.S. Army voday
on tha employmant possibilitias for airborne forcas in other

than strategic roles.

The first major test of Allied airborne forces and




doctrine came With the i1nvasion of Sicily in July of 1943,
Agxin, ironically, the Gearmans and the Allies had differing

0 interpretations of the efficacy of the airborna drop. By most
American accounts, thea drop of cleaments of tha 385th and 564th
Parachute Infantry Regiments between 9 and 11 July 1943 wKas a

tactical disaster. 0Of 3,468 paratroopers droppad, only 206

) landed where they were intended. Paratroopers were spreand cover

f some sixty miles of terrain, most of tham lost. Tragically, 23

5 aircraft were shot down by friendly anti-aircraft fire, at the

Ef CcOst of 229 paratroopars and dozans of ailrcraumen.i?* Yev, most

E objactives were taken by small groups of mean, uwhile other

ii groups created severe havoc and delay in German rear areas. A
determinad stand by siemenis undar CO0L Jaassz 4. Gauin on Biazza

;{ Ridge prevented the Herman Goering division from executing its

43 plan to countearattack the besachhead and drive the Rmerican

i? landings near Gela into the sea.!® The Germans credit the

;ﬁ airborna troops With tha ovarall succaess of tha invasion of

g? Sicily. Eisenhowar, howavar, wrote George C. Marshall that he

no longer believed that an airborne division could be amployed,
and Leslie McNair became convinced that nothing larger than a
battalion-size drop wWwas practical due to problems of command
and control and coordination.i8 Even the 82d Airborne Division
commander, Major General Matthew Ridgway, Has shocked by the

confusion and casualtiaes in the Sicily operation, and only

i1
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Heakly defended the airborne concept, saying that airborne
divisions should be Kept intact, but fought as light infantry
divisions until the ground and air situation was such that
airborne oOperations could be conducted without great
difficulty.t7 A U.S. Aray tralnhing circular was issuad in
Octobar of 1943 that deleted such operational missions as
assaults to seize airfields or to spearhead vertical
envelopments. All that remained of Alliad airborna thinking
was the very czutiocus tactical usze of airborne forces in
support of ground troops.

Higher commanders demonstrated the new caution in
davaloping conceots for the employment of airborne forceaes in
tha invasion of the Italian m&inland in September of 15432. The
first plan Was to drop elements of the 82d Airborne Division
some 40 miles from the amphibious landirgs at Salerno to block
passes in the Sorrento mountains and deny the Germans the
opportunity to attack the beachhead. In light of the overall
significance of the zirborna onaration in establishing the
flliec ashore, the 82d’s mission was clearly cof cparational

character., It certairly fulfilled the requiremants that

Tukhachavsky had forseen for thea operaticnal use of airborne

forcas. Yat as planning continued, support for such a deep
drep dwindled due to difficulties of resupply and the need for

quick ground reinforcement., In the middle of this planning
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debaty, 2 bolder mission was conceived for tha 82d, not by
airborne planners and thinkers, but by Roosevelt and Churchill
-~ an girborne seizure of Rome in conjunction with an Italian
change of government and declaration of support for the Allies.
This mission came& vary close to execution, but was scrappad at
the last moment after extensive argueent by Brigadier General
Haxuall Taylor and Ridguway that tha operation was not feasible.
The amphibious assault proceedad as plannad and the 82d becams
Fifth Army’s rescrve. When the beachhead situation bacame
tanuous on 12 Saptanbear and then desperate on 13 Septesber,
General ClarkK called for an airborne drop to reinforce the
beachhead. Therae was no time to bring the paratroopers in more
safely by se&, and nc airstrips on which 1o air-land tThew.
Clark’s messaga to Ridguway Was urgent:

I realize the time normally needsd tc prepare for a

drop, but this is an exception. I want you to make a

drop within our lines on the beachead and I want you

o make it tonight, This is a muat.1®
Despite serious wmisgivings among all the airborne planners
about making another long flight at night over the Hater and a
night jump into an srea of potential friendly anti-aircraft
fire, Colonel Rauben Tucker'’s 384th Parachute Infantry Regiment
droppad Hith 1380 msen that night and want immediately into
battle against the Gernans: lany scldiers and historians

believe that the timely addition of combat pouar, and more
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important the moral shot in the arm to Fittvh Army swung the
tide of battle at the most critical moment back in favor of the
Allies.1® UWhile this typa of operation Wwas not coniiderad oune
of opaerational character, the cignificance of the aission may
have made it so.

Soon after the Fifth Aray was securely on shore and going
on the offensive, tha 82d and British é6th Airborne Divisions
returned to England to prepare for the inuvasion of Festung
Europa. In the campaign in waeastern Europe which began on ¢
June 1944 gnd ended in May of 1945, airborne troops conducted
threa major operations: Operation Overlord, the irvasion of

Normandy; Operation Market-Gardan, the attempt to vutflank the

Siegfried Line and seize crcczings of the Rhine in the vicinity
of Arnhesy and Operation UVUarsity, the crossing of the Rhine by
the British 2d Arey supported by XUIII Airborne Corps. Most
analysts baliave that all the airborna portions of thasa
operations were tactical in nature primarily because thay were
not independent operations, thay wWera executgd in close
proximity to friendly troops., or because Tha airboerne opesraticn
Has secondary to the ground operation.

Frrom tha Allied parspectiva, evaluation of all three
airborne operations was generally negative. At Normandy, three
airborna divisions landad in closa proximsity to the main

anphibious landings in order to assist them in establishing a

14
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permanent beachhead. Although all airborne objectives wers
aventually taken, airborne enthusissts ware disappointed.

Units wWare so scattered across the Cotentin Peninsula that
divisions Were unable to function as divisiona for 24 to 48
hours. Those who Here less than enthusiastic about airborne
oparations bafore NHormandy ware evan more so afteruvards.
General Eisenhoner decidad at this critical juncture of th;
European campaign to withdraw numerous troop carrier aszets
from support of airborne training in the United Kingdom, and
assign them to support resupply of ground forces. He believed
that with such aarial resupply ground oparations could proceed
at a much faster pacea, and Hould render the very risky and
costly airborne operations unnecaessary.2® To the airborne men,
and especially to the comsmander of the newly creatad 1st Allied
Airborne Army General Louis Brereton, Eisenhower'’s policies
crippled what thay consideraed to be the potentially decisive
capabilities of &irborne forces. Brereton had seen many bold
plans, such as an airborne drop to close tha Paris-Orleans gap,
or another drop in the Boulogne araeaa to threaten tha stratagic
westarn flank of German forces in France, dissolve due to lack
of support from the Supreme Command. Eisanhowsr had decided to
subordinate the airborne forces to either tMontgomery or Bradley
and to let tham decide how such forces should be used. To

Brereton, such a policy WHas anathema to the whole concept of

13




airborne oparations:

I feel that, inasmuch as the airborne army is a

stratagic general headquartars raservae, the planning

should be held on the Supreme Commander'’s level.

Hhan the planning is below army group leval, it

represants tine Wasted, because in practically every

case the operation is not faasible or has to be

replanned. The conception of the employment of the

fiirborne Army as a strategic army is not

understood.21

Tha subordination of 1st Allied Airborne firmy to 21ist Army
Group on 5 Septambar 1944 at laeast Qave the airborne troops an
opportunity to get back into action as airborne forces. 2ist
Army Group ordered Breraton to prepare plans to sejze the Rhine
bridges from Arnham to Hesal to assist a ground advance into
the Ruhr. Operation Market-Garde) became the legendary ”Bridge
Too Far” whan the British 1st fiirtcrne Division dropped aowe §8
Kilometers froe friendly lines to saize bridgas at Arnhem, wWith
supporting drops by tha £2d Airborne Division near Nijmegan and
the 181st Airborne Division near Eindhoven, all to seize
crossing sites over varicus water obstacles 1o support the
advanca of British XXX Corps on the ground. The plan failed as
the main ground force could not link up with the British 1st
Airborna bafore it Was aessentially destroyad. Analysts have
disagread concerning the character of the airborne opsrations.

Joel J. Snow says that the airborne drops ware completely

tactical, because tha airborne phase Has secondary to the

ground phase, and because the xirborne forces planned for and
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axpectad Quick link-up with the ground force.zz B.,H.

; Liddell-Hart reflectad that the “...strategic prize justified
tha stake and excaptional boldness of dropping airborne forces
so far bshind the front.”323® Charles D. HeMillin acknonledges
the operational character of the airborne mission, but agrees
With Snow that the airborne operations than and for the rest of
the war Were tactical in nature because the airborne forces
simply supported the operations of ground forcaes.2* Lhen one

considers, however K that the “strategic prize”, that is, the

. o N e

Ruhr, could not be won without the success of the airborna
oparation, the oparational character of tha airborne mission

becomes evident, Operation Narket-Oarden fits the FM 108-5

definition of a major operation:t it was 3 coordinkted series
ﬂ of actions of large forces in a single phase of a campaign.
Regardlaess of the size of the airborne forces involved, tha

criticality of the airhborna cperation to the cvarall attainmant

Q of the stratagic goal characterizes the airborne portion of

D

X

|

Q Markeat-Garden as an oparational employment of airborne forces.
!

The last wajor airborne coperation of the war, Operation

Uarsity, san the largeast simultaneous airborne drop in history.

3E The entire XUIII Airborne Corps, consisting of the U.S. 1?2th

‘i

b roorng visioh an the ritis T irporne vision,

¥ Alrb Divisi d tha British 6th Airb Divisi

=

* dropped in & singla lift on tha aast bank of the Rhine in the ‘
0

Q vicinity of Hesel in order to “.,.rapidly deepan the bridgehead
¢

0

&
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to ba seized in an assault crossing of the Rhine by British

0 ground forces, in order to facilitate the further offensive

operations of the 2d Army.”2% Airborne theorists, particularly
reflecting thae German concept behind the Crete opearation,
called the operation tactical because thae drop zones Here all

Within supporting artillery range froa the west bank of tha

el el Y

Rhine and because ground force link-up was planned for and

",

acurred vary shortly after the drop. Even General Gavin, the

+ a4

82d Airborne Djvision commander, called this a “close-in,

- tactical” operation.Z® This assesssant probably proceeds wore

? from the significance of the operation than anything else. The
¥ dreop itself was probably unnecessary, since the Geraan forcas

. opposing the 2d fAirmy ware 30 Heakened by this tise that thay

ﬁ probably could not have successfully opposed the crossing

3 whether the airdrop drep occurred or not. In fact, the 2d Army
;» Has crossing successfully whan the paratroopers jumped. Since

3 the drop, therafora, HWas cohsidarad insignificant, tha tactical
g naturea of tha mission is emphasized. Had the Rhine been

:s heavily defeanded; howevar, the significance of the obstacle

; would have changed tha whole character of the operation.

i In summary, by the end of World Har II enthusiasm for

f airborna opsrations had wanad, but airborne theory had changed

; relatively little from the early ideas of Tukhachevsky,

g gtudaent, and Allied airborne leadears such as Ridgway, Gavin,

3
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and Breareaton. Tha atratagic or oparational use of an airbornae
force meant the empployment of large forces, at leaast divisions,
in missions that Here eithar completaly indapendant of ground
operations, or wWere at least the main effort of the campaign,
with ground forcaes Iin sfacondary, supporting rolas. To amploy
a forca in & supporting role to ground forceas Was to eamplaoy it
tactically. To employ it within the tactical space of a ground
force was to amploy it tactically. To employ airborne forces
on a saall scale was to amploy them tactically. And after
Crete, Sicily, Normandy, and Market-Gardan, it uas genarally
believed that tagtical us+ was probably the only feasible rolae

for airbarna forces. Most nations of thae world drastically

reducsa their airbornae organizaticns in ths post-uar pariod.
In the Uniterd States tha airborne idea lived on for a nuaber of
reascns, many of theas sentimental and symbolic. But since
Horld WHar II the army has limited concepts of how to use those
forces to small-scale tacticel use, as in Korea and Uietnam, or
the very broad strategic use, as in Grenadsa. History bhas shoun
that an airborne fcrca can accomplish missions tThat have
prefound operational consequaences. The question is, havae Qe
sheathed 2 weapon before its time?

Theory to Practicear The Question of Rirdorne Feasibility

Before We can discuss operational roles for airborne forces

today, Wwe Aust first deal with the thorng question of

19
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faasibility. Befora a senior commander amploys a significant
airborne force at tha opaerational lavel hae must be convinced of
three things: 1) that the force can fly to the <%arget
successfully; 22 that it can jumpg in and survive at reasonable
co3” in m&n ane wateariel; and 3)that it can accomplish &
sufficiently important mission to warrant the effort expended.
Ha san Horld Har IT idaas on the oparational employmant of
airborne {(orces founder on tha rocks of faasibility. Both
Hitler aund Eisenhouar at some point concludad that the cost of
major airborne operations in both man and materiel cutweighed
their potential utility. UWere they right? Apparently Hitler

reconsidered his dacision to disallow airborne operations after

Crete later in the war, but by that tise the Allies had
achieved overwnalming air supaeriority. Hitlar's decision that
airborne operations ware not featible stood on the grounds of
lack of air superiority. In hindsight, the conclusion on beth
sicdes that airborne oparations uere strictly limited by
criteria of feasibility may have barn somenhat shortsighted.
The Allies naever developed a vision for what an a&irborna force
could accomplish if launched in mnanageable size pgainst a
significant anough target. Tha Garmans did, but lost support
from Hitlar when thay pushed the scale of airborns opearctions
bayond acceptable loss criteria. In addition to the highly

succassful oparations along the Albart Canal, the Germans slso




used airborne forceas operationally during the conquest of
Greace in April of 1941, and one final tiwma in conquaring the
Greeak island of Leros in 1943. Rather than continua using
airborne forces as they had dong so successfully in thase
instances, Ganeral Student sand his airborne planners continued
to push for extremely bold and large—-scale, independent
airborne operations that eventually led to a check on airborne
activities after Crete,

Hhan tha Geraans used airborne forces at the beginning of
Hovrld dar II, they were actually testing an untriad theory,
thus their concepts of feasibility were as theoretical as their

doctrine of employmant. Common senss told them that air

supar lue~ity Wwas a sust, and that heavy desands nould be placed
ovv al]l &ir assats in both preparation and axecution. But
beyond that the Geraans Knew, but did nov feel constrained by
the fact that once on tha ground tha airborne force would have
to survive isclation, and would have to be sustuained completely
by air until relieved by ground forces or somehow axtracted.
After Poland, the GCercans ware confident in thair overall
capabilities, and ajrborne operations became another component
of blitxirreag. Guraan paratroopers rather fearlessly jumped
into Crete, unconsirained axcept for air superiority and the
availability of air transport asisets. At the time thaey had

both. After the caapzign and ite 4,588 casvaltiaes, tha faztor
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of survivability became for Hitler the overriding criterion.2”

The idea of survivability tooXk on another dimension when
the Alljes, in their first operation, lost 23 transport planes
dith all aboard to friaendly anti-aircraft fire, and a number
mora to enemy flak. Alliad aircraft, furtherwora, becama so
disorientsd by bad waathar and the long flight over Wwater that
troops ware Widely scattered over several hundrad square miles
of Sicilian countryside. The Allies recognized that it xas not
anough to have air superiority and to be able to survive on tha
ground. It was alsc necessary that the force be delivered
safaly and dropped with soma reasonable cohasion to anable tha
nission to succeed. This saction wWwill look more closely at the
spacifics of the first thwo of the above-stated critaria, while
tha third will be coverad in tha next section.

Getting an airborne force to the drop zone is first a
quastion of the availability of transport aircraft. At the
beginning of Horld Har II, large scale use of aircraft for
resupply MHas not a common practice, and for tha Allies
transport aircraft Wwere available and even bacame plentiful as
the industrial base of the United States geared itself for war.
Airborne planners sarly on Wworried much less asbout air
transport than about the availability of airfields from uhich
to stagae.28 Ranges and payload of aircraft ware much less than

today’s., It took 331 C-49? aircraft to liit one airborne
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regiment of 3,480 wmen to Sicily, thus the airfisld constraint
was significant. Later, hokwever, ground commandars began to
assert that transport aircraft could better be used to resupply
ground operations. This becawms Ejisenhower’s viauw, as mentioned
earlier, and feasibility of airborne operations began to be
mneasured in terms of the drain on aircraft.2® Part of this
calculation inciuded the fighter ascort nacassary to accospany
the vulnerablae wransports. Air superiority remained a strict
necassity, and no gpirborne opsration has eaver beaen attemptad
without it, at lesst locally. Much planning and coordination
Was also raquired to overcome affacts of ground fire. Usa of
circuitous routes, night drops, snd neutralization of enemy air
defanses Wara all attemptad with only varying succaess. Hore
often than not, efforts to avoid air defensas causad confusion
of aircraft formations, missed drop zonas, and wide troop
dispersal. HMore and sore tha srgumseant heated up over the best
use of air assets.

Since Horld Har II. the United Stater has developed
increasingly larger and more expensive transport aircraft. At
tha same time, peacetime budgats hava reducaed the air force'’s

capability to build the fleet necassary to transport a

significant airborne force. 1In othar words, the feasibility of

airborne oparations may depend mors than evear on the capability

of the air force o transport troops to the drop zone.
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Ironically, sany of the HWorld Har II problaeas nho longer plague
airborne glanners. Hodern transport aircraft are equipped with
the Advarse Heather Aerial Delivery System to navigate aircraft
preacisely to the target arca. The Computed Air Relessas Pcint
System and steerable parachutes enable airberne units to hit
drop zones with precision. All thrae developments have
virtually ¢e¢liminated the severe problems of dispersion,
command, control, and coordination that created so0 much doubt
concerning the feasibility of airborna operations in HWHorld War
IT.22 Transport planes have mnuch greater paylcads and range
today. In 1943 1t took 331 C-47's to fly an airborne regiment
of 3,400 men to Sicily. Mow it takes only 9@ C-138's or 356
C-141's to transport a light airborneg brigade of 3,968 man,.s:
These aircraft have far greater ranges than their previous
counterparts. Thus the airfield staging araa problem is much
less significant today. In fact, the all-weather capabilitias
and long ranges of 2ircraft give mcdern airborne forces a far
greatar capability to achieva tactical surprise than esver
enjoyed in Horld Har II. Unfortunately this advantage has been
largaly offset by a whols new parspective on the availability
of wwansport alrcraft.

A recent joint Military Rirlift Command-Training and

Qoctrine Command Study entitled A fualitative Intratheater

fiirlifvs Requirgemants Study <(Hereafter QITARS) concludes that




because of the anticipated non~linear battlefield of a Euraopsan
war, all ground forces will be cCependent to some degree on
airlift for both transportation and sustainaent.32 Airborne
missions sould thearefore compete for airlift assets against
such other eissions as strategic daploysent of forces, intar-
and intratheator transportation of roinforc.nonts, )
replaceaents., arnd resupply, asromedical evacuation, and special
operations. Civil air reserve aircraft will hopefully assist
in these efforts, but MAC believas that requiresants will far
outheigh resources. Should the War become global, the demand
for air transport Will skyrocket. The current airborne aission
requirement for MAC is to be able to drop one airborne brigade
in & single 1lift.33 It takes around 20X of the entire U.S.
transport fleet to drop a light brigade. To drop a medium
brigade, which would include a tank company, air defense
battery, and cavalrg, enginear, and signal augmentation, would
require approximataly 43% of HAC’s assets. A haavy brigade
With a battalion of light tanks would take txica that much, or
almost the entire fleet.®* Onas can see, then, that despite
qQreatear carrging capacitias of today's aircraft, any airborne
operation is going to be an expensive undertaking and must
tharefore promaise great payoff at acceptable risk. This means
that tactical use of airborne forces may not be feasible from a

resource standpoint. Further, because the air force has
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trained aircrens and asintains tha capability to deploy only
one brigade in a single lift, circumstances of transport
rasources a2y drive the fsize of ahy operation, at least in the
veginning stages of a major conflict.

Soma Would argue that conditions of lathality of modern
air defenses seal the coffin on airborne operations. The
lumbaring and vulnerable transports simply cannot be riskad in
cross-FLOT operations. Indeed, eneay air dafensae capabilitias
Willt affect the feasibility of any airborne operation. Studies
have shown, howavar, that significant gaps wWill develop on the
non-linear battlefield in air defense umbrellas. Further gaps
can be creatad by systamatic planning. Only one-third of
Soviat air defense systams are effective at night, thus the
advaniage of U,S5. all-weather capabilities becosa aven
graatar.®® Tha Isrselis proved in the 1973 that caraful
pianning'and innovative tactics can overcome formidable

suUr facua-to-air missile defanses .3¢ Tha Army and tha Air Force

n regent yeaars have significantly improved capabilities for

ilv = PEITE NAL
joint suppression of enamy air dafenses, Tha QITARS study

looked st U.S. transport oparations in Vietnam where a SAH
thraat existed and concluded that modern defenses could ba
penatratad, but only with & great deal of planning,

Once

coordination of routes, escorts, and suppreisjve fires,

surprise is loat, honwaver, the eneamny can react by reorienting
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lethal SAM systeams on tha area of the first drop. The cost of
bringing in additional forces to the same araeaa aight prova
axcessive.

Assuming, then, that the resources were committed to an
airborne operation, and the planning and coordination
accomplished; an airborne force could be dalivered to a.
selacted drop zone successfully. The problem of sustainoént,
howaver, rasains. Studies have determined that it Hould take
about fourteaen C~13@ sorties per day %to sustain a medium
airborne brigade in a wmid-intensity environment.” 0Onae can sga
that the resupply of an airborne force could become a prolonged
and heavy demand on tha entira airlift command. Further, the
airlifv study nays That such resupply is possibhla,. but would
reaquire “heroic” afforts by all air forces involvad. Obviously
the thought here is that the problem of getting there for
resupply increaasas dramatically once surprise is lost and the
eneny Knows that an isolated force is on the ground snd
dependent upcn aerjal resupply. It is the opinion of some in
the airlift comaunity that the only feasibie Way 1o sustain an
airbgrne force is to increase the size of the initial drop and
have the airborne force take with it all the supplies it wWill

need until relieved. If this is trua, the risk factor involved

Hith an airborne operatien bacomes high indeed.

In summary, conditions of modarn Warfare have alterad the
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perspective on basic criteria of feasibility. Airborne forces
can fly to a target area With greater precision than ever
before. Airborne units can jusp into a drop zone and assemble
Hwith a high degres of precision and sinimal lois of command and
control. Achieveasent of air superiority and suppression or
avoidance of eneay air defenses, on the other hand, aay be more
formidabie challenges today than they Ware in tha past. The
capability of the enemy to orient long range SAMNS and the
proliferation of shoulder~fired heat seeking aissiles may make
reinforcesent and resupply operations prohibitively costly. An
airborne force, therefora, smust be able to sustain itsealf until
relieved by ground forces. In the early stages of any major
conflict the Air Force Will be able to transport only
brigade-~sized or smaller forces. Our thinking and even our
doctrine must not fail to envision larger airborne operations,
but the QITARS studg‘forsees a2 heavy, worlduide demand for
transport aircraft which will increase with prolonged conflict.
Until the U.S. industrial base and Air Force sanning and
training prograss together produce imsensely larger transport
fleets, only brigade-sizej or smaller airborne forces can be
esployed at the operational level. And until then the mission
of such a force must be significant enough to warrant the use
of and high risk to scarce air resourcaes. It follows that the

mission must be tactically feasible, that is, the force must be
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sble to survive and accomplish its mission mithout preclusjive
lossas. 1In the end this is a judgment on the part of the
commander employing the force. All of these criteria, of
coursa, form the framawork for a reasonad judgeent on a
cost-benefit basis of whather an airborna force should be’
eaployed at thae operational levael. The question, then, is can
a brigade or ssaller airborne force acconplish an op.rntibnallg ‘
significant mission in today’s mid- to high-intensity
environment?

Operatcional Employment of ﬁirﬁorne Forces in the 1984°s

The last saction quastionad UHorld Har II concepts of tha
enployment of‘airborna forces as wmeasured agairst criteria of
feasibility that exisied in that day. Doctrinal publications
and Writings on the subjeact of the employmant of airborne
forces show that our thinking on operational employment has
changed very little.38 Le still seen to consider coperational
employment of airborne forces as somehow paralleling that of
cenventional ground forcaes, that iz, large airborne forces
enployad in & aajor operation to attack the aneay center of
gravity. Missing from this concept is the 1dea of combinations
-- that combinations of actions bring about oparational

consequences. An airborne force has a theater~nide reach and a

capability to descend upon arn ocbjective with tactically

paralyzing suddenness., It is quite possible that we have




failed to davelop a vision of what could happen with a force
+hat can transcend the bounds of space and tima. General
Breretcn was on the right track in Horld Har II -~ senior
command and staff officers failed to see that airborne forces
were theatver assets and had to be looked at from a theater
perspactivae. The Army today has difticulty understanding the

theater persactive of tha Air Force on thea use of air assets.

It seaas that the Army also has difficulty saesing the air
dimension of its airborna forcas, and so restricts airborna
enployment based on ground force criteria. The Soviets do not
seem to have s$0 restricted theamselves, and their ideas are

worth considering.

N

rl

In the Soviet fdesant concept, “landing forcas’ & givan

- e
-

aither strategicheskit <(strategic), cparativnyl <(operational),

taekticheskii (tactical), or spetsial (spacial) missions.®® At

T L WK

the strategic level, the Soviet concept is much like that of

the U.S., and at the tactical level the Soviets focus on the

usa of helicopters at short ranges. At tha operational level,
however, either helicopter or parachute-landed forces will
oparata in close cooparation with other front forcas to

"\ facilitate achievement of front missions, speacifically,
penetrations, exploitations, and dastruction of large anamy
forces. The Soviets anvision employing ai-borne forces in such

a manner angwhere from 188 to 3060 Kilometers from the line of

™
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contact to sQecure azjor tarrain features, river crossing sites,
and to disrupt enemy afforts to regroup and reestablish
defenses, and so on,*? They alsc forsee a link-up with ground
forces being necessary Hithin tho or threo days., Clearly; the
need for quick link~up and the secondary, supporting role of
the airborne force doas not ceincida With What we have conmonlﬁ
considered the operational use of airborne forces. Yet the
significanca of tha mission and objectivae of the airborna force
causes the Soviets to ters such smploysent operational.
Additionally, the fact that the success of the ground force is
dependant upon the success of the airborne force elevatas the
character of the airborne mission to the operaticonal levczl.

He have seen an example of just such an operation in Horld
Har II in the German actions along the Albert Canal in May of
1946. Other examples of Horld Har IX airborne operations
reveal the potential for airborne forcesi to act oparationally.
It is interesting to note that in many cases thosae who eaployed
an airborne force in a given oparation often had a negative
evaluation of its results versus its cost, while those agsinst
whom those airborne forces ware employed had a very different
interpretation cf the impact of such forcez, In the Crete
oparation, for aexample, the Garmans focused on the cost of tha

operation in casualties and thareafter strictly limited their

employment of airborne forces. The Allies, on the other hand




lookead at the fact that the Garmans had seizad a very important
objective deep behind enemy lines with an airborne force, thus
the Allies Wara spurred on to davalop their owun airborne
capability.

Differing interpretations of operations that follouwed
Cretiae raveal the operational potantial of airborne forces. In
the Sicily operation, we san that the Allies uere appalled at
the disorganization of the forces as they landed, and that
difficulties in coordination resulted in heauy casualties <o’
friendly fire. The Garmans, however, stated that the Alliad
airborne force creatad such havoc in the German rear that plaﬁs
for a countarattack of tha Allied baachhead failad. In this
cate Vvary small groups o7V paratroopears, IOme& No Morea than a
platoon of men, wWere able to block key roads or other terrain
features just long enuvugh for tha beachhead to become securaely
established. @A similar situation develnped at Normandy.
Airborne leaders wWaera chagrined that their forcas uere so
disperzad in the drops that they could not function as
divisions for 24 to 48 hours. The Germans, on the other hand,
point out that the sirborne drops completealy tied up German
reserves for a critical period during which the beachhead was

most vulnerable:

The significant fact is that the air-landings made it
possible{for the Alliaes) to substantially incrsasae
the number of forcas uwhich had been brought to the
mainland during the first phase, thus augmenting the




purely numarical superiority of the attacker ovar the
defender ,*1

Ue can sea, than, that an airborne drop in support of an
amphibious landing anabled the Allies in both Sicily and
Normandy to sstablish a permanant baachhesd before an effective
counterattack could be broughv against it, The significance of
the obstacle can make the airborne drop oparational in
character. If the airborne operation is clearly the Key to
success of establishing a strategic lodgment, than it is
operational in character.

Ancother operation related to an amphibious landing was the
airborne drop to reinforce the Salerno beachhead. If it is
true that the airborne drop, as many on <¢he sCene believed,
saved the beachhaad from being split by tha Germans and
destroyed, then this drop was of operational character as well.
Salerno demonstrates the potential for tha usq of an airborne
force in rear operations on today’s axtendad battlefield. Hith
such a force at his disposal, a theater commander can react
flexibly and quickly to any rear araea threat.

The operational use of airborne forces in seizing an
amphibious beachhead is not quite as controversial ar using
such forces as the Russians envision, 189 to 380 Kilometers
from the iing of contact. Let us return to Oparation
Market-Garden. As discussed previously, tha explanation for

the failure of that operation focuses on tha failura of the




ground force to link-up with thae airborne forces holding the
critical bridges, especially the bridge at Arnhem. The Allied
interpretation of tha failure causaed the Alliaes to conzlude
that to assure survivability, an airborne force must be
enployed closer to friaendly lines to effect a quicker link-up.
Germar, airborne analysts, however, believed that the Allied
plan offerad ”.,..tha bast chances of a major oparational
success.”*Z Responsibilitvy for failure canhnot be laid on the
survivability of airborne forcas. 0One battalior of the British
1st Airborna Division haeld cn to one end of tha Arnhem bridge
for four days sgQainst repeated German armcred counterattarcks.
Had dron zones for the rest of the division not baen selected
some seven miles from the bridge, it probably could have been
hald much longeir. The narrowWness of tha XXX Corps thrust, the
fact that tha 82d Airborne Division did not seize & Kkey bridge
ovar the Waal River when it had the cpportunity to do so, and
failures of intelligencea all combine to explain the failure of
fiarket-Sarden. Thaae =re errors of planning and poor tacticse,
not Lack of capabilities of airborne forces. Parhaps nora than

any other experience of Horld Har II, Harket-Garden led to

falsa conclusions about the capabilities of airborne forcas.

This oparation is a perfact example of how airborne forcaes
cuuld be used as envisioned by the Soviets in their operativnyi

desant.
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The troubling question of whether a amall-scale airborne
force, probably all that is faeasibla today, can accomplish
anuthing operationally significant stands out when na look at
the scale of Market-Garden, Varsity and other operations that
seemed even tactical in character. The ansuer lies in
developing a true maneuver persectiive on the imaginative use of
airborne forces in coebination with ground slamants to
accomplish operaticonal ends. In such a construct, airburne
forces can achieve surpricse, psychological shock, physical
mosentum, and aoral dominance at the dacizive point and tise.
FM 100-5 points out that these aspects of manauver have
hiistorically enabled smnaller forcas to defeat larger ones . 93
fin operation that uses an airborne force in combination with
ground zlaments can have decisive impact on an entire campaign.
1f the airberne mission is essential to tha oversil success of
the oparation then it is oparational in character. Ssall
airborne forcas area capable oi accomplishing such missions.
The Germans conducted other smaller-scala operations besidas
the famous one on the Albart Canal. On April 25, 1941 they
dropped a tWo battlion regiment with suypport elements on the
Corinthian Isthmus. This force pgarformed a tunction critical
to the suwift conquest of Greece. The airborne force held the
nharron isthmus and cut the Corinthian Canal, trapping soae

18,3500 Allied troops on tha Peloponnasus whoe were trying to get
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to the Athenian ports for evacuation. The airhead also enabled
the 5th Panzer Oivision, which had landed on the Pelopon: esus,
10 cross the canal sWiftly and slice into the Greek nainland
from the south.** It is unlikely that the conquaest of Graaca
Would have tallen a mere five weeks had this small airborne
oparation nct occurred. He have oftean seaen in history how a
pieca of terrain is tha scene of a small scale, tactical
action, but later takes on operational significance. Cemetery
ridge at Gattysburg is one example, the Remagen bridge anothar.

Arrother small-scale example is the German seizure of the
small island of Laros later in tha Wwar. In this case, ohe
airborna batlalicon tash 1zad in sunoort of a two
pronged amphibious landing. In this cass the seaborne landings
began first, and at just the time whan the esneamy forca was
assembling reszerves, the airborne drop landed between the two
amphibious prongs inland and tied up the reserve forces so that
they Could not counterattack the amphibious landings. This
allowed tha forcas in thae baachhaads To drive iniand and
conquear the island in short ordar.

These two examples provide prebably tha clearcost
operational usas for airborne forces -- to tie up resarves and
enable the establiskhment of a parmanent beachhead by amphibious
forces, and to s;izc a piecea of Kay terrain beyond the foruward

line of oWn troops to enable an operational maneuwver by ground
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forces. Additionally, small-scale airborne forcaes can conduct
a vertical envalopeent of an cpearational significant obstacla,:
such as a large river or a mountain pass. From these uses ue
can easily extrapolate others. The wmission of airborne forcges
supporting an asphibious landing resembles the use of airborne
forcas as Tukhacheusky aenvisioned -- the tying down of eheamy
reservas in opearational depths. It is conceivable for small
scale airborne forces to tie up a Warsaw Pact sacond achelon
force if the terrain were carefully chesen. Such a maission has
great poctential for a decisive deep battle if the airborne can
fix an enamy force on tarrain of the highar commander’s
choosing just long enough to bring in a ground deep attack. In
this concept, extrama pracision in the timing of the ground
attack to hit the enamy at tha right spot iz far less
contingant on a complicated serias of actions happening eaxactly
as planned. The fog of war has oftan frustrated such manauvers
in the past. On the offense, an airborne force could be
similarly used to tie up cperational reserves whila ground
forces penetrated the first defensive bel+t.

The usa of ar airborna force to envalop a significant
obstacle could be appliad to offansiva operations against the
typical Soviet baelt system of defensas. A particular point
along the first defansive belt could be chosen for penetration,

and an airborne force dropped to envelop it from the rear.

3?7




Such an opaeration is adeaittedly in that gray araea betwean
tactics and operations. A heliborne force could accomplish the
same end. But again, tha Soviets look at tha overall
significance of thg mission and the importance of the airbornas
operation in it. If the plan iz to penetrate ©o operational
depths, and it appesars impossible to dc so without an airborne
envelopment,; then the mission is operational.

Finally, Wwa should not forgat the Salarno operation as a
modal. The theater commandar has in the airborna force a
HWeapon of great operational flexibility, range, and moral
value. The timealy insertion ¢f evean a sapll airborne forca can
turn the tide of batvtle, uhether it be rear, close, or deep
operations.

Conclusion

FM 106-% recognizes that in today’s environmant the United
Stataes Army Will have to fight jointly with tha other sarvices,
particularly the air force. Even the term AirLand Battle
poiqts t0 this racognition. Because of the naw jointness of
operations all aircraft will be in great demand from ground
{forcas. Senior level commanders will have to establish strict
priorities on the use of a heavily demanded asset. For this
reason alone, it is highly unlikaly that wae wWill quar sea in a

mid- to high-intensity Europaan war an airborne division

amployed in the traditional fashion of an indepandent




operation. An airborne brigade is probably the largast force
that could possibly be employed, and that jtself is unliKely
dua to the demands for airlift. Resupply of an airborne force
would ba extramely hazardous and probably excessively costly
under conditions of warfare today. Thus the airborne
instrusant available to the operational level comnander.is
probabdly a brigade-minus that will jump in with three to four
days of supply, and uhich aust then be ralieved by ground
Link-up ar lost. These findings confirm that the operational
usa of airbornae forces is sevaraly constrained.

The iimitations on the use of airborne forces
vpeirationally, heowever; zeam as much intellectusl as physical.
Just a3 the American arsay as a Hhola has fought an attrition
atyle oi warfmre in the past, it has employed its airborne
forces With an attrition warfare mentality. Such a eaindset
goas far to explain why many senior commanders of Horld Har II
preferrad to amploy airbornae divisions as conventional ground
infantry divisions. iie hava sought +¢ develep a neuw
maneuver-orianted szyle of warfare in our AirLand Battle
doctrina. He should include in our naw thinking some fresh
ideas on how to umploy &irborne forces as an invegral part of

fiirLand Battle. The unigua operational flexibility of airborne

forces=, their capability to surprise, 1o shock, and to seize

tha initiative, their ability to envalop vartically, and their




axtrame moral value all make them a wexpon of the AirlLand
environmsent whose time has conme.

He have saeen how tha Germnans employed very small, one and
tHo battalion airborne battle groups in combination with other
forces to achievae dramatic oparational victories. Thea possible'
combinations today offer aven mora potential for the
operational commander. Thae use of small-scale airborne forces
to seize Key terrain for ground armored thrusts is not new, but
can still be decisive., The meshing of helicopter and airborne
operations, however, of fer possgibilities for vertical
envelopment never before realized. Because of the cost, and

because of tha great risli, airborna operations cannot and

should not be & cowmmonplace occurrence. They aust be planned
from a theater parspective and conducted only whan conditions
are right, This analysis suggests, honever, that the day of

the paratrooper is not over -- the possibilities for decizijve

action at the opearaticnal level are thera.
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