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VICTORY FROM THE HEAVENS: THE ROLE OF THE AIRBORNE DIVISIONS IN

THE ALLIES TRIUMPH ON D-DAY

World War Il was a bloody, gruesome time in America’s history. Although the
United States was a growing and prosperous country, war took hold of it and shook it,
almost to its breaking point.. it was a time when men showed their courage and loyalty
to their country. One of the greatest days on which this kind of courage was displayed
was on June 6, 1944, also known as D-day. This legendary day separated the cowards
from the heroes. Perhaps the most courageous group of soldiers on D-day were the
airborne, or paratroopers. If the airborne had not succeeded in most of their missions,
there would have been a very different ending to the day’s events. They used skill,

strategy, and surprise to defeat the enemy. The bravery and willingness of the airborne,

along with their unex ed attack. made other landings on the beaches of Normand
more successful,

The airborne may have had much success on D-day, but the first people to use

paratroopers successfully were the Russians. Blair states in his book Ridgeway's

Paratroopers; The American Airborne in World War 1l that the Russians mastered the

use of parachutes first in 1936, during war games. They air-landed in eight minutes and
seized their objectives in less than an hour (26). The Russians were very innovative and
used this technique the best it could be used. Clay Blair adds that the airborne used
small numbers of paratroopers to capture specific objectives before backup arrived (26).
The paratroopers held these objectives to make the rest of the army’s job easier.

The paratroopers worked very hard to be in the best condition possible for D-day.
Stephen E, Ambrose explains in his book D-day June 8, 1944: The Climatic Battle of
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World War |l that all of the paratroopers were volunteers (47). Men knew they would
recieve harsh training in the airborne, but many still velunteered. In addition, Ambrose
relates that when paratroopers practiced parachuting in fraining, their primary goal was
to reach the beach. There were no fighting strategies given to these paratroopers (130).
They would go into D-day with only the knowledge that they needed to kill all of their
enemies. Ambrose continues on fc:- say that since the airborne training was tougher than
any other type of infantry, the paratrocpers were looking forward to the battle; to a
paratrooper, there was nothing worse than training. Their only incentive was to be better
than the man next to them (141). The men would think that they could always be better

than they were and they never settled for less than their best.

It did not matter how well conditioned the paratroopers were, how brave they

were, or how effective they were unless they had a well thought out, surprising plan of

attack. Mitchell G. Bard explains in his book The Complete Idiot's guide to World War i,
that although the United States had more men, the secret to its success was surprise.
The plans for D-day remained the most closely guarded secret. The Germans were
almost positive that the invasion would not happen in early June, due fo bad weather
and fog (248). They needed a plan above all plans to defeat the Germans, and the
Germans had no idea what the United States was planning. Bard goes on to say that
Hitler thought the landing would take place in Pas de Calais, which was considered the
best place to land, since it was the narrowest part of the English Channel. Hitler put very
few amounts of troops in Normandy because he had already ruled that site out (244).
This made it easier for the paratroopers to get into Normandy. Bard explains that they

chose Normandy because Pas de Calais was too obvious, and there were too many



soldiers defending it (245). Bard also mentions another way that they fooled the
Germans. They used dummy paratroopers, and dropped them far away from Normandy
to confuse the Germans (2498). The Germans were not expecting them, so they were
very successful in establishing an element of surprise. The plan of D-day was to drop
the paratroopers into fog and pitch black darkness; they would then find men from their
own divisions, and carry out their main objectives. Many fried to do this, but the blanket
of fog that hung over the English Channel was so thick that the pilots dropped the men
nowhere near where they were suppose to land. Most of the men ended up finding their
divisions, but some just joined different ones.

Not only did paratroopers have good training and a good plan, but they were also

very courageous. Blair explains that they had to be in good mental health to survive
seeing the person next to them bloody and crying for help. Not only that, but they also
needed a clear conscience for just surviving the jump and landing. They needed this
clear conscience because they were free falling in pitch-black darkness with tracer
bullets flying at them from every direction (27). Ronald J. Drez quotes Ken Cordry from

the 101 division in his book, Voices of D-day: The Story of the Allied Invasion Told by

Those Who Were There:

After getting my seat it finally struck me that this was it; that in a few
minutes I'd be behind the German lines- that is, if we made our drop zone,
and if | made the landing without being hit, and if | was able to find some
of our men after landing. it was a terrible sinking feeling, realizing that
within a few minutes | might not even be around on this cld earth any

more. (71)



This shows Cordry facing his fears before he jumped out of the plane into the dark

night. Drez quotes another man, Elvy Roberts, of the 501% division in the same book:
QOn the night of the fifth of June, it was about ten o'clock when we started
out for the airplan'es and everyone was singing and it was just as if we
were going to a football game. You didn't detect and real anxiety. But this
is a real cocky group of people. We had trained hard, we were pretty
tough. We had all been drafted into the army and had all volunteered for
the airborne. Everybody wanted to be a paratrooper. (72)

Roberts shows a whole different side than Cordry, he is not worried at all and is happy

to be serving his country in this way.

The most valuable and successful division of paratroopers was the 101, or
“Screaming Eagles”. Blair remarks that one of the assignments of the 101% division was
to seize and hold the four causeways, which were raised land with water on either side,
from behind Utah Beach, one of Noarmandy's many beaches (238). Blair states: "These
attacks against the four causeways would prove to be an enormous help to the
amphibious forces landing on Utah” (238). The 101* distracted the German forces while
the landing on Utah Beach was taking place. Tony Hall discusses another job of the
101% in his book D-day: The Strategy. the Men. the Equipment, noting that they helped
keep the invasion off the beaches, and thereby assisted the VIl Corps (81). Although
the 101° missed their drop zone they achieved all their objectives and played a major
role in securing Normandy for the remaining troops.

One amazing story was that of E Company. a division of the airborne, saving

many people on Utah Beach by capturing Bracourt Manor. Ambrose, in his book Band










