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ABSTRACT

BOLT FROM THE SKY: The Operational Employment of
Airborne 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 operational
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,
both historically and in today's environment of combat, and
finds that, while always 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 German World War II
operations, and the three major Allied airborne operations,
Sicily, Normandy, and Operation Market-Garden, the study
relates ideas developed from these examples to type missions
airborne forces may be called upon to execute in the 1980's.
These include airborne drops behind enemy 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
enemy 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
maneuver warfare in combination with other ground forces.
Where such maneuvers depended on the success of the airborne
operation for overall success, it is evident that even small
scale airborne forces had decisive operational impact. Since
the U.S. Army and Air Force today are capable of employing only
brigade-size and smaller units at the operational level, this
is an important finding. As the U.S. Army attempts to develop
a marneuver style of warfare while implementing its AirLand
Battle Doctrine, the air dimension and maneuver capabilities of
airborne forces must not be neglected.
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ABSTRACT

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

This study explores the utility of- lmi4r4 airborne forces at
the. operational level of 4,Q--t-*ia mid-ýto high intensity Wc.)
envr vronment. It first examiines the theory of airborne warfare
and the evolutio:n of the airborne idea from pre-World War II
until the present. Its major finding is that Uespite the
theoretical capability of airborne forces to aichieve surprise,
psychological shock, physical momentum, and moral dominance
enabling friendly forces to attain decisive operational 5 ,/'f J 0&-M, 1
success, iJte UiS' Army has limited its vision on qcWm employment
of airborne fo;rces to the tactical and strategic levels. The
study-then looks at the feasibility of airborne operations,

c 1 -V- .. -oth historical ly and in today' s environment of combat, and
finds that, while always risky, small-scale airborne operations
are feasible at the operational level. Finally, the study

0 \ ,,e 0 .6considers what form such an employment might take. Looking at
Soviet theoretical concepts, several German World War II
"operations, arid the three major Allied airborne operations,
Sicily, Normandy, and Operation Market-Garden, the study

ý-)relates ideas developed from these examples to type missions
airborne forces may be called upon to execute in the 1980's ,- C V

--- Thrse--i-relutdi•.airbcorne drops behind enemy lines to seize key
terrain such as a river crossing site or mc.,Iain pasts,_:,which
would facilitate a ground force deep operation, 4-sop-s to tie up
enemy reserves to enable amphibious operations or large river
crossings to succeed, or vertical envelopments of key points of

nri -riemy defensive belt.

There are numerous historical examples in which brigade-sized
o°r srmaller airborne forces were employed in the true spirit of
rianeuver warfare in conmbination with other ground forces.
Where such rmaneuvers depended on the succtss of the airbor-,eIj *,pe~r~t ion for overall success, it is evident that even sma]l
scale airbor-ne forces had decisive operational impact. 4 Sirce
the U.S. Array and Air Force today are capable :-f employinq onriy

Sbr-iqg.de--siZe anid srmaller units at the operational level, this
1 krl iripc,.rtant finding. As the U.S. Army attempts to develop
m a r.euver style of war-fare while imrplemertting its AirLarnd
FPat tle Doýctrine, the air dimension-r arJ maneuver capabilities of

.4 h1.rre forces miust not be neglected.
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Th¢roducC ioi•

The British airborne soldier and theorist Maurice Tugwell

relat•e the story of General Karl Student's triumphant return

to Berlin after his airborne troops had astounded the world by

seizing the island of Crete in an audacious airborne assault in

May of 1941. After being decorated with the Knight's Cross for

his exploits, Student relaxed over coffee with the Fuehrer,

hoping to discuss equally audacious and significant future

missions for his fallschireja.Qers. He was astounded when

Hitler looked at him and said, "Of course you know the the dayI of the paratroops is over."' Although Hitler's prophecy turned

out to be incorrect in a literal, sense, since the Allies went

on to conduct some twenty major airborne operations in World

4• War II, debate over the efficacy of airborne operations has

raged ever since. Opinion covers a broad spectrum -- some hold

that airborne -troops never had much utility, while others

believe that paratroopers, like cavalrymen, had their day.

Still others insist that airborne operations retain a very

important role in warfare. Tugwell himself argues the

conventional wisdom of today, that airborne forces remain

j1 extremely important as highly mobile, strategically deplogable

forces, but forces which can be used profitably only in

Sstrategic roiss. Heliborne forces, he says, have the same

Ta.acical and operational capabilities as airborne forces, and

I
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are much more efficient and cost-effective to employ at those

levels.2

The idea behind airborne warfare, however, 'that of the

vertical envelopment, seems to offer interesting possibilities

for the maneuver style of warfare described in the United

States Army's AirLand Battle Doctrine. By definition, an

airborne operation suggests rapidity, unpredictability,

violence, and depth which have led historically to

disorientation and dislocation of opposing forces. 3 As part of

the structure of modern warfare, AirLand Battle describes -he

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 forces at this level in a

rmid- -to high-intensity environment. While there have been many

forms of "airborne" forces, to include glider, helicopter, and

fixed-wing, air-landed forces, "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.4 It also confirmed their value as

rapidly deplcyable strategic forces. The question remains,

however, whether significant airborne formations can be

* employed in the more lethal environment of a mid- to

high-intensity war, and if they can be, whether they are

c-pable of accomplishing missions significant enough to warrant



the risk and expenditure of support assets necessarW for their

success. The paper will explore these issues by first

considering the theoretical and historical basis for the

employment of airborne forces in an operational role. We will

then examine evolving concepts oi the feasibility of -he

employment of airborne forces. Finally, we will reconsider -he

possible forms and concepts of employment of airborne forces in

the late 1980's.

7he 7heory of RSrborne Operacions

What does it mean to employ airborne forces in an

operational role? Before embarking on airborne theory, we must

first consider some more fundamental theoretical issues. Some

confusion exists today over just what constitutes the

operational level of war. FM 100-5 explains that the

operational level is that of a series of joint actions -that

comprise a campaign within a theater of war. A campaign

consists of a progressive sequence of major operations aimed at

attaining the strategic goals for the theater. The essence of

the operational art, accor-ding to FM 100-5, it the

identification of the enemýys center of gravity -- his source

,-f strength or balance -- and Ahe concentration of superior

combat power against -that point to achieve decisive success.s

The point of confusion ccncerning airborne operations centers

around the historic debate over whether an airborne force is

NC
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capable of "major operations". FM 100-5 describes major

operation5 as the coordinated actions of large forces in a

single phase of a campaign or in a critical battle.s Many

anal sts of airborne operations have assumed that a major

operation must be conducted by a large unit whose subordinate

forces are merely tactical components. For 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

independent operations. Otherwise, it is simply performing a

tactical function as part of a larger force. SLch analysts

"usually cite the German airborne conquest of Crete as -he

typical example of the use of an airborne force in an

operational role.7 it is 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

the special capabilities of airborne forces can have which

transcend the limitations of ground forces.

AirLand Battle Doctrine suggsts that engagm.n.t.s,

battles, and even campaigns cannot be viewed as discrete

events. A strong relationship exists, therefore, between

tactics, operations, and strategy. 8  Hence the sequencing of

actions makes time an important function of any given level of

warfare. Tactics focus on the present, while operations look

4
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to the future as wail as the present. Closely linked to the

function of time ih that of space. Since tactics focus on the

present, then the tactical space of a unit consists of -hat

space within the range of dircct and Indirect fire weapons

systems and intelligence gathering systems. In certain

instances the functions of time, space, and size of unit

provide a useful, if formulistic, approach to what is tactical

and what is operational. Specific unit headquarters must know

for what space they are responsible and for what actions they

must plan. Divisions have capabilities afforded by size and

range of available weapons &nd intelligence gathering systems

to affect actions within about fifty kilometers, and such a

short distance compels decisions now or within a very snort

period of time on what is to occur within that space. It is
I'9

appropriate that divisions are involved in -actics. The

Soviets approach the problem of tactics and operations in

precisely this formulistic 4ashion, and assign tactical,

operational, and strategic missions -o units based on norms of

unit size and scope of operations.' Quite obviously, then, a

corps or larger unit can operate at tactical and operational

levels simultaneously, since a corps fights an immediate

battle, but at the samq time must also look beyond noit to plan

a sequence of actions for several days.

Still, there remain other factors which impinge upon the



operational level of war. The Soviets believe that the naturc

of' 0, obet v c:onsjtittes the 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

t.hree levels oased largely on the significance of the obstacle.

Crossing small streams and rivers takes relativs small forces

and little time, -thus the focus is on now and on the crossing

itself -- on tactics. Eisenhower's plans for crossing the

Rhine, however, looked -oward developing a future capability

"for operations that did not exist as long as the Allied forces

were on the west bank. Eisenhower looked to the future, and

the crossing of the Rhine was an operational or perhaps even a

strategic action. It is ironic that the planned crossing was

an operation larger -than the invasion of Normandy, yet a

bridgehead w•as seized at Remagen in a coup de main conducted by

a battalion task force.

This rather lengthy discussiun is a nece~sary prelude to

the consideration of the uie ot' airborne forces operationally,

tc:ause although they possess some very severe operational

limitations, they also have some very unique capabilities which

cause Us to question the application of conventional norms to

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

May 10, 1940, 85 men silently descended upon and neutralized

N-.
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the powerful Fortress Eben Emael, which guarded three important

bridges and the Allied defense line along the Albert Cana.1 in

Belgium. Simultaneously, an airborne battalion seized two of

the three bridges, and thus opened a corridor into the Low

Countries. In a matter of a few hours German panzer divisions

were plunging into operational depths, which not only allowed

them -to link up with other airborne drops nea.r Rotterdam Lnd

The Hague, but also very quicRly posed a strategic threat to

French and British forces to -he south. The small-scale

airborne operation on the Albert Canal so shocked and surprised

the Allies that the Germans gained immediate moral ascendancy.

Further, -the Allier hastened reinforcements north, just as -he

Germans hoped they would, only -to find the Germ&r, main effor't

coming out of the Ardennes to their reart.

From this example we see that an airborne force made an

impact far beyond its size and of far more significance than

what many would describe as a tactical action in close

proxkmi t to friendlu forces. The argument here is that

airborne force capabilities so circumvent normal time, space,

and size factors -hat they can accomplish missions of

operational impact far beyond the perceived limits of their own

size and location of employment. Airborne forces add an

element of speed and flexibility to operations that enable them,

to seize the initiative in the true spirit of AirLand Battle.



A closer look at the historical evolution of the airborne idea

will shod more light on the potential use of airborne forces in

operational roles.

7he Cvolution of the Airborne Idea

At the outbreak of World War II the idea of airborne

operations was nof; new. Most major nations by this time had

conducted experiments with parachute-landed forces. Only two

nations, however, had seriously pursued the concept. The

Soviet Union bW 1936 had developed a regimental size airborne

unit and was working on a division to be employed deep in enemy

rear areas in accordance with the maneuver warfare ideas of

M.N. Tukhachevsky. He envisioned the use of airborne forces

"...to operate between deployed enemy corps, army, and front

reserves, arresting the action of those forces throughout the

operational depth of the battlefield."iO Western observers,

particularly Major General Archibald Wavell, the British

attache at the time, noted after observing the use of an

airborne regiment in the Kiev taneuvers of 1936, that the

paratroops were "impressive", but of questionable tactical

value, since they were too lightly equipped. Thus began the

debate over tactical survivability versus capability to act

operationally on the battlefield. This debate has largely

governed the development of airborne theory ever since.

The airborne idea began to wither in the Soviet army with

I'



the purges of Tukhachavsky and others. It was, however, at the

same time being developed by a group of forward thinkers in

germany led by Karl Student. SLudent believed -that

parachute-landed troops possessed tremendous potential at the

operational level, and so focused development of a German

forces "I saw my -task in developing ithe parachute and

air-landing tsroops gradually into battle-deciding

significance."" In 1938 Student was given full support to

develop an airborne division to be employed in such

combinations with other operations that Mould enable an

exploitation of the tremendous potential of airborne forces -to

seize the iiii.tiative and achieve surprise. We have seen the

Simpact of th-; n ±n the c Ipairn in w-tsern Europe in Mfay

of 1918.

While tma Oermans stunned the Allies with their success

alcng the Albert Canal, the airborne units dropped at Rotterdam

and The Hague teetered on the brink of disaster, and were saved

only by the timely arrival of link-up forces which had been

able to penetrate quickly. Thace difi-''tte:,, ho-.ever.

received scant attention in the euphoria of overall success,

and the Germans continued development of their airborne forces

with a view toward larger-scale operational employment.

General Student did no- believe that purely commando or

tactical missions justified the use of airborne forces

9



otherwise. He was convinced that airborne forces could bQ used

as -the main effort force, cvt.n if it meant long periods without

corventional ground support. This concept was behind the

operation against Crete which, though successful, cost the

paratroopers 25% in casualties and resulted in Hitler's

authoritative conclusion -- that the surprise factor had been

forever lost., and the day of the paratrooper was over. 1  Many

would saw that Hitler's conclusion was borne out by 'the Allied

airborne experience which followed.

Ironically, the Allies drew inspiration from the Crete

operation, and feveritihty worked to develop their own airborne

forces. Tugwell points out -hat from the outset the Allies

looked at two methods of employment: 1) In direct support of

ground forces, that is, tacticallyl and 2) on missions which,

though probably interrelated with other maneuvers, would not

form an integral part of -he ground force operation and would

not, directly depend on it.'3 Thus Allied thinking

distinguished tactical from operational primarily in terms of

degree of independence. In this they paralleled Oeneral

Stddent's thinking of 1941. These two methods represent,

incidentally, the predominant thinking in the U.S. Army today

on the employment possibilities for airborne forces in other

than strategic roles.

The first major test of Allied airborne forces and



doctrine came with the invasion of Sicilw in July of 1943.

Again, ironically, -the Germans and the Allies had differkng

interpretations of -he efficacy of the airborne drop. By most

American accounts, the drop of elements of the 585th and 504th

Parachute Infantry Regiments between 9 and 11 Julq 1943 was a

tactical disaster. Of 3,4eG paratroopers dropped, only 2ae

landed where theej were intended. Paratroopers were spread over,

some sixty miles of terrain, most of them lost. Tragically, 23

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

cost of 229 paratroopers and dozens of aircrewmen.lt Yet, most

objectives were -aken by small groups of men, while other

groups created severe havoc and delay in German rear areas. A

determined stand by elem.nt unde.r COL J, :s A. . Gavin on Piazza

Ridge prevented the Herman Goering division from executing its

plan to counterattack the beachhead and drive the American

landings near Gela into the sea."s The Germans credit the

airborne troops with the overall success of the invasion of

Sicily. Eisenhower, howeverg wrote George C. Marshall that he

no longer believed that an airborne division could be *iployed,

and Leslie Mclair became convinced that nothing larger than a

battalion-size drop was practical due to problems of command

and control and coordination."6 Even the 82d Airborne Division

commander, Major General Matthew Ridgway, was shocked by the

confusion and casualties in the Sicilw operation, and only

11



weakly defended the airburne 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 operations could b" conducted without great-

difficulty.1 7 A U.S. Army tr^aining circular was issued in

October of 1943 that deleted such operational missions as

assaults to seize airfields or to spearhead vertical

envelopments. All that remained of Allied airborne tihinking

was the very ceutious tactical use of airborne forces in

support of ground troops.

Higher commanders demonstrated the new caution in

dJveIopinq concepts for the employment of airborne forces in

the invasion of the Italian mainland in September of 1943. The

first plan was to drop elemen-, of the 82d Airborne Division

some 48 miles from the amphibious landings at Salerno to block

passes in the Sorrento mountains and deny the Germans the

opportunity to attack the beachhead. In light of the overall

sig ificance of -hc airb-na nnratlion in establishing the

Allies ashore, the 82d's mission was clearly of operational

character. It certairly fulfilled -he requirements that

TukhachevskW had forseen for the operational use of airborne

forces. Yet as planning continued, support for such a deep

drop dwindled due 1o difficulties of resupply and the need for

quick ground reinforcement. In the middle of this planning

12
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dobatQ, a bolder mission was conceived for the 82d, not bV

airborne planners and thinkers, but by Roosevelt and Churchill

-- an airborne seizure of Rome in conjunction with an Italian

change of government and declaration of support for the Allies.

This mission came very close to execution, but eas scrapped at

the last moment after extensive argument by Brigadier General

Maxwell Taylor and Ridgway that the operation was not feasible.

The amphibious assault proceeded as planned and the 82d became

Fifth Army's reserve. When the beachhead situation became

tenuous on 12 September and then desperate on 13 September,

General Clark called for an airborne drop to reinforce the

beachhead. There was no time to bring -the paratroopers in more

saiely by sea, and no airstrips on mhich to air-land them.

Clark's message to Ridgway was urgent:

I realize the time normally needed to 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
to make it -onight. This is a muzt.IS

Despite serious misgivings among all the airborne planners

about making another long flight at night over the water and a

night jump into an area of potential friendly anti-aircraft

fire, Colonel Reuben Tucker's 584th Parachute Infantry Regiment

dropped with 1380 men that night and went immediately into

battle against the Germans. Kany soldiers and histo-ians

believe that the timely addition of combat power, and more

V
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important the moral shot in the arm -to Fitvh Army swung the

tide of battle at the most critical moment back in favor of the

Allies. 1 s While this type of operation was not conidered one

of operational character, the :ignificance of the mission may

have made it so.

Soon after the Fifth Army was securely on shore and going

on the offensive, the 82d and British 6th Airborne Divisions

returned to England to prepare for the invasion of Fescung

Europa. In the campaign in western Europe which began on 6

June 1944 xnd ended in May of 1945, airborne troops conducted

three major operations: Operation Overlord, the invasion of

Normandy; Operation Market-Garden, the attempt to outflank the

Siegfried Line and. . iz. crorsings of the Rhinon in the vicinity

of Arnhem; and Operation Varsity, the crossing of the Rhine by

the British 2d Army supported by XVIII Airborne Corps. Most

analysts believe that all the airborne portions of these

operations Here tactical in nature primarily because they were

not independent operations, they were executed in close

proximity to friendly troops, or because .. i.. Air-bWorw, o=rhttof

was secondary to the rround operation.

From -the Allied perspective, evaluation of all three

airborne operations HaS generally negative. At hormcandy, three

airborne divisions landed in close proximity to the main

amphibious landings in order to assist them in establishing a

1IA
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permanent beachhead. Although all airborne objectives were

eventually taken, airborne enthusiasts were disappointed.

Units were so scattered across the Cotentin Peninsula that

divisions were unable -o function as divisions for 24 to 48

hours. Those who were less than enthusiastic about airborne

operations before Normandy were even more so afterwards.

General Eisenhower decided at this critical juncture of the

European campaign to withdraw numerous troop carrier assets

from support of airborne training in the United Kingdom, and

assign them to support resupply of ground forces. He believed

that with such aerial resupply ground operations could proceed

at a much faster pace, and would render the very risky and

costly airborne operations unnecessary. 2 0  To the airborne men,

and especially -to the commander of the newly created 1st Allied

Airborne Army General Louis Brereton, Eisenhower's policies

crippled what they considered to be the potentially decisive

capabilities of airborne forces. Brereton had seen many bold

plans, such as an airborne drop to close the Paris-Orleans gap,

"or another drop in the Boulogne area to threaten the strategic

wes-tern flank of German forces in France, dissolve due to lack

of support from the Supreme Command. Eisenhower had decided to

subordinate the airborne forces to either Montgomery or Bradley

and to let them decide how such forces should be used. To

Brereton, such a policy was anathem* to the whole concept of

15



airborne opcrations:

I (eel that, inasmuch as the airborne army is a
strategic general headquarters reserve, the planning
should be held on the Supreme Commander's level.
When the planning is below army group level, it
represents time wasted, because in practically every
case the operation is not feasible or has to be
replanned. The conception of the employment of the
Airborne Army as a strategic army is not
understood.21

The subordination of 1st Allied Airborne Army -to 21st Army

Group on 5 September 1944 at least gave the airborne troops an

opportunity to get back into action as airborne forces. 21st

Army Group ordered Brereton to prepare plans to seize the Rhine

bridges from Arnhem to Wesel to assist a ground advance into

the Ruhr. Operation Market-Gardei became the legendary "Bridge

Too Far" when the British lst Airtorne Division dropped iowQ %60

kilometers from friendly lines to ýeize bridges at Arnhem, with

supporting drops by the 82d Airborne Division near NilJmegen and

-the 181st Airborne Division near Eindhoven, all to seize

crossing sites over various water obstacles to support -the

advance of British XXX Corps on the ground. The plan failed as

the main ground force could not link up with the British 1st

Airborne before it was essentially destroyed. Analysts have

disagreed concerning the character of the airborne operations.

Joel J. Snow says that the airborne drops were completely

tactical, because the airborne phase Has secondary to the

ground phase, and because the airborne forces planned for and
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expected quick link-up with the ground force. 2 2 B.H.

Liddell-Hart reflected that -the "...stra"egic prize justified

the staKe and exceptional boldness of dropping airborne forces

so far behind the front."•2 Charles D. McMillin ackntowledges

the operational character of the airborne mission, but agrees

with Snow that the airborne operations -then and for the rest of

the war were tactical in nature because the airborne forcesII
simply supported the operations of ground forces. 2 ' When one

considers, however that the "strategic prize", -hat is, the

Ruhr, could not be won without the success of "the airborne

operation, the operational character of the airborne mission

becomes evidrAnt. Operastion Market-Oarden fits the FM 18-5

"definition of a maior operations it was a coordinated series

of actions of large forces in a single phase of a campaign.

Regardless of the size of the airborne forces involved, the

criticality of the airborne operation -o the overall attainment

of the strategic goal characterizes the airborne portion of

Market-Garden as an operational employment of airborne forces.

The last m..ajor airborn operation of the ar. Operation

Varsity, saw the largest simultaneous airborne drop in history.

The entire XVIII Airborne Corps, consisting of the U.S. 17th

Airborne Division and the British 6-h Airborne Division,

dropped in a single lift on -he east bank of the Rhine in the

vicinity of Wesel in order to "...rapidly deepen the bridgehead
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to be seized in an assault crossing of the Rhine by British

ground forces, in order to facilitate the further offensive

operations of the 2d Army." 2 ' Airborne theorists, particularly

reflecting the German concept behind the Crete operation,

called the operation tactical because the drop zones were all

within supporting artillery range from the west bank of the

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

ocurred very shortly after the drop. Even General Gavin, the

82d Airborne Division commander, called this a "close-in,

tactical" operation. 2 6 This assessment probably proceeds more

from the significance of the operation than anything else. The

drop itself was probably unnecessary, since the German forces

opposing the 2d Army Rere so weakened by this time that they

probably could not have successfully opposed the crossing

whether the airdrop drop occurred or not. In fact, the 2d Army

was crossing successfully when the paratroopers Jumped. Since

the drop, therefore, was considered insignificant, the tactical

nature of the mission is emphasized. Had the Rhine been

heavily defended, however, the significance of the obstacle

would have changed the whole character of the operation.

In summary, by -the end of World War I1 enthusiasm for

airborne operations had waned, but airborne theory had changed

relatively little from the early ideas of Tukhachevsky,

Student, and Allied airborne leaders such as Ridgway, Gavin,
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and Brereton. The strategic or- operational use of an airborne

force meant the employment of large forces, at least divisions,

in missions that were either completely independent of ground

operations, or were at least the main effort of the campaign,

with ground forces in secondary, supporting roles. To employ

a force in a supporting role to ground forces was to employ it

tactically. To employ it within the tactical space of a ground

force was t-t employ it tactically. To employ airborne forces

on a small scale was to employ -them tactically. And after

Crete, Sicily, Normandy, and Market-Garden, it was generally

believed that tactical usi was probably -the only feasible role

for airborne forces. Most nations of the world drastically

reducea their airborne oryeriizatiors il Ii-o-d-

In the United States the airborne idea lived on for a number of

reasons, many of them! sentimental and symbolic. But since

World War II the army has limited concepts of how to use those

forces to small-scale tactical use, as in Korea and Vietnam, or

the very broad strategic use, as in Orenada. History has shown

that an airborne force can accomplish missionr that ha4e

profound operational consequences. The question is, have we

sheathed x weapon before its time?

7heory os Pracciceat 7he Qursion of Airborne jea*sibi iCV

Before we can discuss operational roles for airborne forces

'today, we must first deal Hith the thorny question of

19
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fmAsibility. Before a senior commander employs a significant

airborne force at the operational level he must be convinced of

three things: 1)that the force can fly to the target

successfully; P)that it can jump in ^nd survive at reasonable

cos- in men anC sateriel; and f)that it can accomplish a

sufficiently important mission to warrant the effort expended.

We saw Wo.,ld War II ideas on the operational employment of

airborne (orces founder on the rocks of feasibility. Both

Hitler atdi Eisenhower at some point concluded that the cost of

major airborne operations in both men and materiel outweighed

their potential utility. Were they right? Apparently Hitler

reconsidered his decision to disallow airborne operations after

Crete later in the war, bct by that -time the Allies had

achieved over~helming air superiority. Hitler's decision that

airborne operations were not feasible stood on the grounds of

lack of air superiority. In hindsight, the conclusion on both

sides that airborne operations were strictly limited by

criteria of feasibility may have been somewhat shortsighted.

The fllies never developed a vision for what an airborne force

could accomplish if launched in manageable size against, a

significant enough target. The Gnrmans did, but lost support

from Hitler when they pushed the scale of airborne operctions

beyond acceptable loss criteria. In addition to the highly

successful operations along the Albert Canal, the Germans also
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used airborne forces operationally during the conquest of

Greece in April of 1941, and one final time in conquering the

Greek island of Leros in 1943. Rather -than continue using

airborne forces as they had done so successfully in those

instances, General Student and 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.

When the Germans used airborne forces at the beginning of

World War I1, they were actually tasting an untried theory,

thus their concepts of feasibilitW were as theoretical as their

doctrine of employment. Common sense told them that air

superl •,.t was a must, and that heavu demands would be placed

okh all air assets in both preparation and execution. But

beyond that the Germans knew, but did no- feel constrained by

the fact that once on the ground the airborne force would have

to survive isolation, and would have to be sustained completely

bu air until relieved by ground forces or somehow extracted.

After Poland, the Germans were confident in their overall

capabilities, and airborne operations became another component

of bliezkri*e. German paratroopers rather ftarlessiy jumped

into Crete, unconstrained except for air superiority and the

availability of air transport assets. At the time they had

both. After Vhe campaigrn and its 4,580 casualtiesp -the factor-
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of survivability became for Hitler the overriding criterion. 2 7

The idea of survivability took on another dimension when

the Allies, in their first operation, lost 23 transport planes

with all aboard to friendly anti-aircraft fire, and a number

moa- to enemy flak. Allied aircraft$ furthermore, became so

disoriented by bad weather and -he long flight over water that

troops were widely scattered over several hundred square miles

of Sicilian countryside. The Allies recognized that it was not

enough to have air superiority and to be able to survive on the

ground. It was also necessary that the force be delivered

safely and dropped with some reasonable cohesion to enable the

mission to succeed. This section will look more closely at the

specifics of the first two of -the above-stated criteria, while

the third will be covered in the next section.

Getting an airborne force to the drop zone is first a

question of the availability of transport aircraft. At the

beginning of World War II, large scale use of aircraft for

resupply was not a common practice, and for the Allies

transport aircraft were available and even became plentiful as

the industrial base of the United States geared itself for war.

Airborne planners early on worried much less about air

transport than about the availability of airfields from which

to stage. 2 2 Ranges and payload of aircraft Here such less than

today's. It took 331 C-47 aircraft to lift one airborne
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regiment of 3,400 men to Sicily, 'thus 'the airfield constraint

was significant. Later, however, ground commanders began to

assert that transport aircraft could bet-ter be used to resupply

ground operations. This became Eisenhower's view, as mentioned

earlier, and feasibility of airborne operations began 'to be

measured In terms of the drain on aircraf-t.t' Part of this

calculation Included -the fighter escort necessary to accompany

the vulnerable transports. Air superiority remained a strict

necessity, and no airborne operation has ever been attempted

without It, at least locally. Much planning and coordination

was also required to overcome effects of ground fire. Use of

circuitous routtes, night drops, and neutralization of enemy air

defenses were all attempted with only varying success. More

often than not, efforts to avoid air defenses caused confusion

of aircraft formations, missed drop zones, and wide troop

dispersal. More and more the argument heated up over the best

use of air assets.

Since lid Uar 11. the United States has developed

increasingly larger and more expensive transport aircraft. At

thed same time, peacetime budgets have reduced the air force's

capability to build -the fleet necessary 'to 'transport a

significant airborne force. In other words, the feasibility of

airborne operations may depend more than ever on 'the capability

of the air force -to 'transport troops to the drop zone.
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Ironically, many of -the World War II problems no longer plague

airborne planners. Modern transport aircraft are equipped with

-the Adverse Weather Aerial Delivery System to navigate aircraft

precisely to the target area. The Computed Air Release Point

System and steerable parachutes enable airborne units to hit

drop zones with precision. All three developments nave

virtually eliminated -he severe problems of dispersion,

command, control, and coordination that created so much doubt

concerning the feasibility of airborne operations in World War

11.30 Transport planes have much greater payloads and range

today. In 1943 it -took 331 C-47's to fly an airborne regiment

of 3,40 men to Sicily. Mow it takes only 90 C-130's or 56

C-141's to transport a light airborne brigade of 3,900 men.3 i

These aircraft have far greater ranges than their previous

counterparts. Thus the airfield staging area problem is much

less significant today. In fact, the all-Heather capabilities

and long ranges of aircraft give modern airborne forces a far

greater capability to achieve tactical surprise than ever

enjoyed in World War II. Unfortunately this advantage has been

largely offset, by a whole new perspective on the availability

of -transport aircraft.

A recent Joint Military Airlift Command-Training and

Doctrine Command Study entitled A Qualitative Intratheater

Airliflts Reouiremens Studu (Hereafter QITARS) concludes that
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because of the anticipated non-linear battlefield of a European

war, all ground forces wiAl be Cependent to some degree on

airlift for both transportation and sustaineen't.2 2  Airborne

missions would therefore compete for airlift assets against

such other missions as strategic deployment of forces, inter-

and intratheater transportation of reinforcements,

replacements, and resuppli, aeromedical evacuation, and special

operations. Civil air reserve aircraft will hopefully assist

in these efforts, but I"AC believes that requirements will far

outweigh resources. Should the war become global, the demand

for air transport will skyrocket. The current airborne mission

requirement for "lAC is to be able -o drop one airborne brigade

in a single lift." It takes around 26X 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 cavalry, engineer, and signal augmentation, would

require approximately 43X of IIAC's assets. A heavy brigade

with a battalion of light tanks would take twice that such, or

almost the entire fleet.s* One can see, then, that despite

greater carrying capacities of today's aircraft, any airborne

operation is going to be an expensive undertaking and must

therefore promise 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 4ircrews and maintains the capability 'to deploy only

one brigade in a single lift, circumstances of transport

rasources mey drive the size of any operation, at least in the

belinning stages of a major conflict.

Some would argue that conditions of lethality of modern

Sair defenses seal the coffin on airborne operations. The

lumbering and vulnerable -transports simply cannot be risked in

cross-FLOT operations. Indeed, enemy air defense capabilities

wial affect the feasibility of any airborne operation. Studies

have shown, however, -that significant gaps will develop on the

non-linear battlefield in air defense umbrellas. Further gaps

can be created by systematic planning. Only one-third of

Soviet air defense systems are effective at night, thus the

advantage of U.S. all-weather capabilities become even

gro&iactr.B 5 The Israelis proved in the 1973 that careful

planning and innovative tactics can overcome formidable

surfacir-to-air missile defenses. 3 ' The A-my and the Air Force

in recer't yetrt have significantly improved capabilities for

joint suppression of enemy air defenses. The QITARS study

looked a&. U.S. transport operations in Vietnam where a SAM

"threat existed and concluded that modern defenses could be

penetrated, but only with a great deal of planning,

coordination of routes, escorts, and supprLtsive fires. Once

surprise is lo3t, however, -he enemy can react by reorienting
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lethal SAM systems on the area of the first drop. The cost of

bringing in additional forces to the same area might prove

excessive.

Assuming, then, that the resources were committed to an

airborne operation, and the planning and coordination

accomplished, an airborne force could be delivered vo a

selected drop zone successfully. The problem of sustainment,

howeverp remains. Studies have determined that it would take

about fourteen C-130 sorties per day to sustain a medium

airborne brigade in a mid-intensity environment. 3 7 One can see

that the resupply of an airborne force could become a prolonged

and heavy demand on -h, entire airlift command. Further, the

airlift stud9y ay tht such, r.upply is pnncch1l 3 but would

require "heroic" efforts by all air forces involved. Obviously

the thought here is -that the problem of getting there for

resupply increases dramatically once surprise is lost and the

enemy knows -that an isolated force is on the ground and

dependent upon aerial resupply. It is the opinion of some in

the airlift communixt that the only feasibla way to sus.tain an

airborne force is to increase *he size of the initial drop and

have the airborne force take with it all 'he supplies it will

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

with an airborne operation becomes high indeed.

In summary, conditions of modern warfare have altered 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 jump into a drop zone and assemble

with a high degree of precision and minimal loss of command and V

control. Achievement of air superiority and suppression or

avoidance of enemy air defenses, on the other hand, may be more

formidable challenges today than they were in the past. The

capability of -the enemy to orient long range SA"S and the

proliferation of shoulder-fired heat seeking missiles may make

reinforcement and resupply operations prohibitively costly. An

airborne force, therefore, must be able to sustain Itself 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 east not fail to envision larger airborne operations;

but the QITARS study forsees a heavy, worldwide demand for

transport aircraft which will increase with prolonged conflict.

Until the U.S. industrial base and Air Force manning and

training programs together produce immensely larger transport

fleets, only brigade-sizeJ or smaller airborne forces can be

employed 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 resources. It follows that the

mission must be tactically feasible, that is, the force must be
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able to survive and accomplish its mission without preclusive

losses. In the end this is a judgment on the part of the

commander employing the force. All of these criteria, of

course, form the framework for a reasoned Judgment on a

cast-benefit basis of whether an airborne force should be

employed at the operational level. The question, then, Is can

a brigade or smaller airborne force accomplish an operationally

significant mission in today's mid- to high-intensity

environment?

Operas onal Esplognn of Airborne Forces in the 1980's

The. last section questioned World War II concepts of the

employment of airborne forces as measured against criteria of

feasibility that existed in that day. Doctrinai publications6

and writings on the subject of the employment of airborne

forces show -that our thinking on operational employment has

changed very little." We still seem to consider operational

employment of airborne forces as somehow paralleling that of

conventional ground forces, that is, large airborne forces

employed in a major operation -o attack the enemy center of

gravity. Missing from this concept is the Idea of combinations

-- thax combinations of actions bring about operational

consequences. An airborne force has a theater-Hide reach and a

capability to descend upon an objective with tactically

paralyzing suddenness. It is quite possible that we have
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failed to develop a vision of what could happen with a force

that can transcend the bounds of space and time. General

Brereteon was on the right track in World LWar II -- senior

command and staff officers failed to see that airborne forces

were theater assets and had to be looked at from a -theater

perspective. The Army today has difficulty understanding the

theater persective of the Air Force on the use of air assets.

It seems that the Army also has difficulty seeing the air

dimension of its airborne forces, and so restricts airborne

employment based on ground force criteria. The Soviets do not

seem to have so restricted themselves, and their ideas are

worth considering.

In the Soviet Oesane concept, 'ianding forcas" .ra givQn

either stratoegichuskii <strategic), operaeivnvi <operational),

takcicheskii (tactical), or specsial (special) missions. 3 9  At

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

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

use of helicopters at short ranges. At the operational level,

however, either helicopter or parachute-landed forces will

operate in close cooperation with other front forces to

;acilitate achievement of front missions, specifically,

penetrations, exploitations, and destruction of large enemy

forces. The Soviets envision employing aitborne forces in such

a manner anwwhere from iOO to 300 kilometers from the line of
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contact to secure major terrain features, river crossing sites,

and to disrupt enemy efforts to regroup and reestablish

defenses, and so on.ý* They also forsee a link-up with ground

forces being necessary within two or threa days. Clearly, the

need for quick link-up and the secondary, supporting role of

the airborne force does not coincide with what we have commonly

considered the operational use of airborne forces. Yet the

significance of the mission and objective of the airborne force

causes the Soviets to term such employment operational.

Additionally, the fact that the success of the ground force is

dependent upon -he success of the airborne force elevates the

character of the airborne mission 'o the operational level.

We have seen an example of just such an operation in World

War II in the German actions along the Albert Canal in May of

1946. Other examples of World War II airborne operations

reveal the potential for airborne forces to act operationally.

It is interesting to note that in many cases those who employed

an airborne force in a given operation often had a negative

evaluation of its results versus its cost, while those against

whom those airborne forces were employed had a very different

interpretation of the impact of such forces. In the Crete

operation, for example, the Germans focused on the cost of the

operation in casualties and thereafter strictly limited their

employment of airborne forces. The Allies, on the other hand
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looked at the fact that the Germans had seized a very important

objective deep behind enemy lines with an airborne force, thus

the Allies were spurred on to develop their own airborne

capability.

Differing interpretations of operations that followed

Crete reveal the operational potential of airborne forces. In

the Sicily operation, we saw that the Allies were appalled at

the disorganization of the forces as they landed, and that

difficulties in coordination resulted in heavy casualties to'

friendly fire. The Germans, however, stated that the Allied

airborne force created such havoc in the German rear that plans

for a counterattacU of the Allied beachhead failed. In this

case very small groups w; paratroopers, some no more than a

platoon of men, were able to block key roads or other terrain

features just long enuugh for the beachhead to become securely

established. A similar situation developed at Normandy.

Airborne leaders were chagrined that their forces were so

dispersed in the drops chat they could not function as

divisions for 2i to 48 hours. The Germans, on the other hand,

point ot',. that the airborne drops completely 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 Allies) to substantially increase -

the number of forces which had been brought to the
mainland during the first phase, thus augmenting the
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purely numerical superiority of the attacker over the

defender. 41

We can see, then, that an airborne drop in support of an

amphibious landing enabled the Allies in both Sicily and

Normandy to establish a permanent beachhead before an effective

counterattack could be brought against it. The significance of

the obstacle can make the airborne drop operational in

character. If the airborne operation is clearly the key to

success of establishing a strategic lodgment, then it is

operational in character.

Another 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 the scene believed,

saved the beachhead from being split by the Germans and

destroyed, then this drop was of operational character as'well.

Salerno demonstrates the potential for 'the use of an airborne

force in rear operations on today's extended battlefield. With

such a force at his disposal, a theater commander can react

flexibly and quickly to any rear area 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, 100 to 388 kilometers

from the line of contact. Let us return to Operation

Market-Garden. As discussed previousig, the explanation for

the failure of that operation focuses on tha failure of the
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ground force to link-up with the airborne forces holding the

critical bridges, especially the bridge at Arnhem. The Allied

interpretation of -he failure caused the Allies to conclude

that to assure survivability, an airborne force must be

employed closer to friendly lines to effect a quicker link-up.

Germar, airborne analysts, however, believed that 'the Allied

plan offered "...the best chances of a major operational

success." * Z Responsibility for failure canno- be laid on the

survivability of airborne forces. One b*Atcalion of the British

lis Airborne Division held on to one end of the Arnhem bridge

for four days against repeated German armored counterattacks.

Had drop zones for -he rest of the division not been selected

some seven miles from the bridge, it probably could have been

held much longer. The narrowness of the XXX Corps thrust, the

fact that the 82d Airborne Division did not seize a key bridge

over the Waal River when it had the opportunity to do so, and

failures of intelligence all combine to explain the failure of

Niar. k a-Garden. These are errors of planning and poor tactics,

not Lack of capabilities of airborne forces. Perhaps Aeor t-han

any other experience of World War II, Market-Garden led to

false conclusions about the capabilities of airborne forces.

This operation is a perfect example of how airborne forces

cuuld be used as envisioned by the Soviets in their operaicznyz
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The troubling question of whether a small-scale airborne

force, prmobably all 'that iL feasible today, can accomplish

anything operationally significant stands out when we look at

the scale of Market-Garden, Varsity and other operations that

seemed even tactical in character. The answer lies in

developing a true maneuver persective on the imaginative• use of

airborne forces in combination with ground elements to

accomplish operational ends. In such a constru&ct, airborne

forces can achieve surprise, psychological shock, physical

momentum, and oural dominance at the decisive point and time'.

FM 188-5 points out that these aspects of maneuver have

historically enabled smaller forces to defeat larger ones.'$

An operation that uses an airborne force in combination with

ground elements can have decisive impact on an entire campaign.

If the airborne mission is essential to the overall success of

the operation then it is operational in character. Small

airborne forces are capable o; accomplishing such missions.

The Germans conducted other smaller-scale operations besides

the famous one on the Ailbert Canal. On April 25, 1941 they

dropped a two battlinn resiment with support elements on the

Corinthian Isthmus. This force performed a function critical

to the swift conquest of Oreece. The airborne force held the

narrow isthmus and cut the Corinthian Canal, trapping some

18,508 Alli&d troopg on the Peloponnesus who were trying to get
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to the Athenian ports for evacuation. The airhead also enabled

the 5th Panzer Division, which had landed on the Pelopont esus,

to cross the canal swiftly and slice into the Greek mainland

from the south. 4 4  It is unlikely that the conquest of Greece

would have taken a mere five weeks had this small airborne

operation not occurred. We have often seen in history how a

piece of terrain is the scene of a small scale, tactical

action 1 but later takes on operational significance. Cemetery

ridge at Gettysburg is one example, the Remagen bridge another.

Another small-scale example is the German seizure of the

small island of Leros later in the war. In this case, one

airborne atlo tas.'X force asused in suipport of a two

pronged amphibious landing. In this case the seaborne landings

began first, and at just the time when the enemy force was

assembling reserves, 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 the forces in the beachheads mo drive inland and

conquer the island in short order,

These two examples provide probably the clearest

operational uses for, airborne forces -- to tie up reserves and

enable the establishment of a permanent beachhead by amphibious

forces, and to seize a piece of key terrain beyond the forward

line of own troops to enable an operational maneuver by ground
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forces. Additionally, small-scale airborne forces can conduct

a vertical envelopment of an operational significant obstacle,.

such as a large river or- a mountain pass. From these uses we

can easily extrapolate others. The mission of airborne forces

supporting an amphibious landing resembles the use of airborne

forces as Tukhachevskh envisioned -- the tying down of enemy

reserves in operational dep-hs. It is conceivable for small

scale airborne forces to -ie up a Warsaw Pact second echelon

force if the -errain were carefully chosen. Such a mission has

great potential for a decisive deep battle if the airborne can

fix an enemy force on -errain of the higher commander's

choosing just long enough to bring in a ground deep attacH. In

this concept, extreme precision in the timing of -he ground

attack to hit the eney ait -the right spot is far less

contingent on a complicated series of actions happening exactly

as planned. The fog of war has often frustrated such maneuvers

i in the past. On the offense, an airborne force could be

tiailarlu used to tie up operational reserves while ground

forces penetrated the first defensive belt.

The use of ar airborne force to envelop a significant

obstacle could be applied to offensive operations against the

typical Soviet belt system of defenses. 1 particular point

along the first defensive belt could be chosen for penetration,

and an airborne force dropped to envelop It from the rear,
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Such an operation is admittedly in that gray area between

tactics and operations. A heltborne force could accomplish the

same end. But again, the Soviets look at the overall

significance of thqp mission and the importance of the airborne

operation in it. If the plan is to penetrate to operational

depths, and it appears impossible to do so without an airborne

envelopment, then the mission is operational.

Finally, we should not forget the Salerno operation as a

model. The theater commander has in the airborne force a

weapon of great operational flexibility, range, and moral

value. The timely insertion of even a small airborne force can

turn the tide of battle, whether it be rear, close, or deep

operations.

Concju5ion

FM 180-5 recognize& that in today's environment the United

States Army will have to fight jointly with the other services,

particularly the air force. Even the term AirLand Battle

points to this recognition. Because of the new jointness of

operations all aircraft will be in great demand from ground

forces. Senior level commanders Hill have to establish strict

priorities on the use of a heavily demanded asset. For this

reason alone, it is highly unlikely that we will ever see in a

mid- to high-intensity European war an airborne division

employed in the traditional fashion of an independent
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operation. An airborne brigade is probably the largest force

that could possibly be employed, and that itself is unlikely

due to the demands for airlift. Resupply of an airborne force

would be extremely hazardous and probably excessively costly

under conditions of warfare today. Thus the airborne

instrument available to the operational level commander is

probably a brigade-minus that will jump in mith three to four

days of supply, and which must then be relieved by ground

link-up or lost. These findings confirn, -that the operationl_

use of airborne forces is severely constrained.

The limitations on the use of airborne forces

upertinlly, howeveri seem as much intellectual as physical.

Just as the American army as a whole has fought an attrition

-style o7 warfare in the past, it has employed its airborne

forces with an attrition warfare mentality. Such a mindset

goes far to explain why many senior commanders of World War II

preferred to employ airborne divisions as conventional ground

infantry divisiont 1. Wnave- sought to .zvalo. a ne

maneuver-oriented sx;yle of warfare in our AirLand Battle

doctrine. We should include in our new 'thinking some fresh

ideas on how to uMployj airborne forces as an integral part of

eirLan.•J Battie. The unique operational flexibility of airborne

force5, their capability -to surprise, to shock, and to seize

the initiative, thei- ability to envelop vertically, and their
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extreme moral value all make them a weapon of the AirLand

environment whose time has come.

We have seen how the Germans employed very small, one and

two battalion airborne battle groups in combination with other'

forces to achieve dramatic operational victories. The possible

combinations today offer even more potential for the

operational commander. The use of small-scale airborne forces

to seize key terrain for ground armored thrusts is not neow, but

can still be decisive. The meshing of helicopter and airborne

operations, however, offer possibilities for vertical

envelopment never before realized. Because of the cost, and

because of the great risi:, airborne operations cannot and

should not be a commonplace oc=urrence. They must be planned

from a theater perspective and conducted only when conditions

are right. This analysis suggests, however, that the day of

the paratrooper is not over -- the possibilities for decisive

action at the operational level are there.
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