Terrain Intelligence and Battlefield Success:

A Historical Perspective

By Major William J. Bayles

’I‘)d.ay, as in the past, terrain in-
telligence and obstacle data are

eritical to the success of any maneu-
ver commander. Army professional
Jjournals frequently print graphic de-
scriptions of National Training Cen-
ter battles in which attackers are
disrupted and subsequently de
stroyed in minefields that they failed
to locate—until too late. During
World War II, commanders learned
many such lessons, at greater cost.
This article deseribes successful and
unsuceessful missions that illustrate
the relationship of terrain intelli-
gence to battlefield success,

The Second Battle of
Schmidt

I I lhe Second Battle of
Schmidt demonstrates a

50 Engineer

costly failure of terrain intelli-
gence. On November 2, 1944, the
28th Infantry Division launched
an attack toward Schmidt, Ger-
many, to seize its road junction
and gain maneuver space and
additional supply routes for fu-
ture operations. The attack drove
the Allies closer to one of several
large and operationally 1mpor-
tant dams on the Roer River'
The plan of attack called for ele-
ments of the 112th Infantry

Regiment to secure the village of |

Schmidt, with supporting ar-
mored forces following to blunt
the edge of any German armored
counterattacks. Thus, the divi-
sion's success depended on get-
ting armored vehicles to
Schmidt.

The V Corps commander as-
signed General Norman D. Cota’s

28th Infantry Division to this un-
portant objective and allocated
many assets tosupport the attack
A towed antitank battalion added
fires to the tank battalion and
tank destroyer battalion that were
normally attached to the division.
The bulk of V Corps’ artillery and
the entire 1171st Engineer Com-
bat Group supported the division
in this operation,

The "Keystone Division,” named
to reflect its Pennsylvania Na-
tional Guard origins, needed all
the help it could get. In addition to
fighting a resolute enemy;, 1t had to
contend with very difficult
weather and abominable terrain,
The weather was wet and cold,
though temperatures generally re-
mained above freezing in early No-
vember. Constant rains socaked
the ground, and roads quickly
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became guagmires under almost
any traffic. The clouds and low
ceilings associated with the rain
grounded the U.S. aireraft charged
with isolating the Schmidt battle-
field from German reserves.

The terrain was perhaps more
hostile than the weather because
the steep-sided valley of the Kall
River was between the 28th Divi-
sion and the objective. This gorge
was more than 1,000 meters wide
and about 150 meters deep. The
sides were thickly forested, and
only one cart track offered poten-
tial for armored or supply vehicles
to cross. Charles MacDonald,
author of two official histories of
this attack, assessed the situation:
“General Cota could only hope
that the cart track across the Kall,
which had to serve as a main sup-
ply route, would prove negotiable:
on aerial photographs, parts of the
track did not show up.”

Although the trail and the bridge
across the Kall River were vital to
the operation’s sucecess, the 28th did
little to ascertain their condition. The
28th relieved the 9th Division on Oc-
tober 26 and planned to attack on
October 31. They later postponed
this attack until November 2, which
allowed time for intelligence collec-
tion. The 1171st Group tasked the
20th Engineer Battalion to provide
three reconnaissance teams. The 3rd
Battalion, 112th Infantry, had an ex-
perienced patrol led by the S-2, 1LT
Greene; they were known as the
"Greene Hornets.”

Though assets for reconnaissance
were available, little patrolling oc-
curred because of the enemy’s
presence and the forbidding ter-
rain.? After the attacking infantry
passed through the gorge on No-
vember 3, sketehy and incorrect in-
formation about the condition of
the trail and bridge was passed
back to decision makers. As the 3rd
Battalion dislodged German de-
fenders from Schmidt, the Greene
Hornets guarded the battalion’s
flank north of the gorge and never
traversed the treacherous trail,
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Kall Trail supply route between Vossnack and Kommersheidt on the Vossnack
side of the gorge, Thrown tank tracks litter the trail.

Because conditions in the gorge
were unknown to the leaders who
could focus the engineer effort, the
trail remained a bottleneck
throughout the operation. The
20th Engineer Battalion’s primary
mission was to clear the trail, and
Companies A and B were assigned
this task. Although mobility ef-
forts on the trail started after
nightfall on November 3, only
three engineer platoons worked on
it during the night. These soldiers
worked with hand tools until a
bulldozer arrived in the middle of
the night. The dozer broke down
after working for about an hour.
The 20th Engineers employed no
other assets until after noon on
November 4, when General Cota
personally ordered the 1171st

Group commander to send “a com-
petent officer” to take charge of
the trail-clearing operation.”

The engineer effort at the gorge
was clearly too little and too late to
relieve the bottleneck. Three
small tracked vehicles, called wea-
sels, carried supplies to Schmidt
during the night on November 3,
and three tanks traversed the
gorge with great difficulty the
morning of November 4.

This support was also too little
and too late because the Germans
counterattacked that morning.
Their tank and infantry forces
drove the Americans out of
Schmidt, although the battle con-
tinued for several more days.
Some additional vehicles trav-
ersed the difficult Kall Gorge,
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The M29 cargo carrier (weasel) was the first vehicle to traverse the Kall Gorge and support

the 28th Division's attack.

but the 20th Engineers never
made it an acceptable supply and
reinforcement route. Disabled
tanks from the first abortive at-
tempts to force the passage
blocked the trail.

Had General Cota been pro-
vided accurate information con-
cerning conditions in the Kall
Gorge, he could have devised a
plan to overcome the obstacle. The
most crucial engineer asset at his
disposal was a command structure
to oversee mobility efforts on the
trail and ensure that resources
were prepared to work as soon as
the area was secured. However,
the absence of terrain intelligence
hobbled General Cota’s operation
from the beginning. As a result,
the Kall Gorge cost the Keystone
Division success at Schmidt.

Operation Flashpoint

l I‘S, Army planning for
Rhine River crossings in
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“During the actual
assault...divisional
engineers crossed in
the first wave and
reconnoitered routes
of advance and

minefields.”

the spring of 1945 reflected costly
experiences such as the Battle of
Schmidt. In contrast to the 28th
Infantry Division’s operation, the
T9th Infantry Division conducted
extensive reconnaissance before
Operation Flashpoint—the cross-
ing of the Rhine.

Extensive terrain reconnais-
sance was a vital part of the prepa-
ration for Operation Flashpoint,

During planning stages, the corps
engineer merged the S-2 sections
of the supporting 1148th and
1153rd Engineer Combat Groups.
These staff sections coordinated
an intelligence collection effort
and performed their own recon-
naissance to determine detailed
information about the crossing
area and the river. They deter-
mined soil trafficability and lo-
cated potential bridging, rafting,
and assault sites. All sites were
further reconnoitered by infantry
commanders accompanied by en-
gineer leaders down to the platoon
level. During the actual assault
operation on March 24, divisional
engineers crossed in the first wave
and reconnoitered routes of ad-
vance and minefields. They found
weak spots in the German obsta-
cles on the far shore.

Operation Flashpoint was a
walkover because there was little
enemy resistance. However, ex-
tensive terrain intelligence en-
abled the 79th to accomplish
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detailed planning and rehearsals vi-
tal to heavily opposed c’:ro:s.‘aings.G

Other Campaigns

Combat engineers in the
European and Mediterra-
nean Theaters of World War II
frequently conducted terrain re-
connaissance and evaluation mis-
sions. In some cases, engineers
augmented maneuver forces dur-
ing reconnaissance operations. In
the final analysis, even though
“There was initially a marked re-
luctance to permit engineers to
collect their own intelligence and
put it in a form suitable for use
by engineers,"7 engineers did
contribute to intelligence collec-
tion efforts throughout the Euro-
pean Campaign.

During World War II, the U.S.
Army organized and equipped the
combat engineer battalions much
like today’s wheeled corps combat
battalions. The nondivisional com-
bat battalion was identical to its
counterpart in the infantry divi-
sion. These units had organic re-
connaissance sections,8 as did the
armored engineer battalions in ar-
mored divisions.”

The headquarters and head-
quarters company of the engineer
combat group also had a recon-
naissance section. Doctrine charged
the group S2 to be a combined
collection planner, intelligence
agency, and liaison with division
G2s.!

Just as the organizational struc-
ture provided for the reconnais-
sance mission, doctrine and train-
ing heavily favored engineer
reconnaissance. Every mission
outlined for combat engineers in
FM 5-6, Engineer Field Manual:
Operations of Engineer Field
Units, placed reconnaissance as
the first step. This manual de-
voted an entire chapter to recon-
naissance, outlined sources of ter-
rain information, and defined
engineer reconnaissance as
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“searching for engineer informa-
tion regarding topography, re-
sources, and enemy installations
and activities affecting engineer
operations,”“ FM 5-5, Engineer
Field Manual: Engineer Troops,
indicated that engineer headquar-
ters’ S2s at all echelons were re-
sponsible for the collection plan,
gathering and evaluating engi-
neer information, and supervis-
ing reconnaissance training.!
Outside the engineer community’s
doctrine, combat engineers were
clearly expected to make a contri-
bution, as indicated by FM 100-5,
Field Service Regulations: Opera-
tions: “Small engineer groups
should constitute a portion of
ground reconnaissance units to

concerning routes of communica-
tion and movement, demolitions,
land mines, and obstructions.”

The Cost

History shows that combat
engineers were organized,

trained, and employed for recon-

naissance during World War II.
The efforts of the engineer S-2s
were sometimes duplicated by
their maneuver counterparts or
information was not shared soon
enough, but the system estab-
lished by doctrine produced the
necessary information most of
the time. Nevertheless, the Euro-
pean Campaign provided an ex-
ample of the tragic cost of inade-
quate terrain intelligence—the
Battle of Schmidt. kad
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