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Introduction
It is said that the four day battle at La Fieas“The costliest small-unit
action in the history of the US Armydnd much has been written about t
Paratroops who took part. However, it is the methe 2" Battalion 401
Glider Infantry, who have been consistently ovekkab by historians. The
were to become thé%attalion of the 325Regiment of the &2 Airborne, |
but on D-Day they were very much the new boys,dbtsiders of a now
half-remembered unit.

Since WWII the credit for leading the offensa®ross the causeway at L{
Fiére on June®has been given to Captain Robert Rae of thé"5@om
General James Gavin personally singled out as ¢lgemian in the assault' &
Awarded the Distinguished Service Cross by OmaidRsg his name was
immortalised in France after his passing by theaming of the intersectio
near Cauquigny’s tiny church “Place RAE, RobertThis article is not
intended to take anything away from Captain Raelsiewements, but is
suggesting that another man, namely Richard B.shohof E/40% should
have equal recognition for his part in the chargelscess.

June 9" — The Bridge over the Merderet at La Fiére
By D-Day+3 the defensive portion of the battl@svover, and under cove|
of darkness early on thd"gthe 1/328 using the “secret ford” to cross th
Merderet, made a bold thrust to hit the heavilyedded Cauquigny ared
from the rear. Some progress was made and elenoéritee battalion
linked up with Colonel Timmes of the 50Dn the west side. But by mig
morning the Germans were still holding the westend of the causewa
and the deadlock continued. With half his divisaiiti cut off beyond the
river, General Gavin called upon Colonel Harry Lewf 325" and ordered
him to send his '3 Battalion straight across the causeway to forl
westward. Not only was the safety of two of higyiReents at stake, but his own reputation as thengest General since the
Civil-War was also on the line, because the whdlk¥"\Corps coming from Utah Beach, was waiting for bielgehead over the
Merderet to be opened.

Colonel Lewis may well have considered the rissalmost impossible to accomplish. If he did,degtainly received no
sympathy from Gavin at the briefing: only an emjhdirect order to move off at once. This, Lewétated to the 3 Battalion’s
Lieutenant-Colonel Charles Carrell, a West Poificef. The attack was to start at 1030 with a liBute preparatory barrage.
Then under cover of smoke the Battalion was to jwffpat 1045. Carrell showed little enthusiasm foe attack when he
assembled and briefed his officers. G/401 (L/32%Jer Captain John Sauls would lead the frontawds$ollowed by E/401
(1/325). Captain James Harney having just arrivedhfhis seaborne landing with F/401, was ordereidltow on behind with a
Heavy Weapons Platoon. On the west bank Saulspaagnwould turn left, Company E would turn rightda@ompany F would
push straight ahead toward Le Motey hamlet.

3 Battalion’s Assault
Concerned that Carrell was not moving with erovigour and purpose as he readied his troops,rGamiped up and shouted;
“Go! Go! Go!" Carrell responded] don't think | can do it!” “Why not?” replied Gavin. “I'm sick,” said Carrell, who had
already been injured in the glider landing. Wille tharrage set to commence and needing a quicknmesplLewis relieved
Carrell on the spot and placed Major Arthur Gardaed28' officer, in command. But the men of the battaliont knowing
Gardner looked to their own XO, Major Charles Mqgaed Captain Sauls for leadership as the attackrperway.

Moving up, G/401 reached the small rise in thadrabove La Fiere Manor, and immediately drew mm&cgun fire from
across the flooded valley. The men had to jumptltdfroad into the ditches, with bullets rlcochgtﬂt their feet. With dead
" = 2 507" men lying around them,
and realising that his company
would have a 100-yard run in
the open just to reach the
exposed bridge, Sauls made a
brief reconnaissance. He then
led his men off the road to the
left, and through the barns and
buildings of the manor There
the company sought refuge
behind the now famous stone
wall, which German artillery
had blown a hole in, leaving a
gap of several yards covered by




machine gun fire from the other bank. As the 57gums and mortars started their 15-minute barragelsSooked at his men
and winked. One or two men winked back and anathbed out,'Beaucoup mademoiselles on the other sidéit 1045 Sauls
shouted“Go!” to the men of % Platoon and theyan out through the gap, across the bridge and dberieft side of the
causeway towards Cauquigny.

To the combat green troops the plan looked legsel They had to run the entire 500-yards of theseway, directly into the
teeth of well-aimed, grazing machine gun and simatis fire, interspersed with mortar and artillehelts. The single lane
causeway road was flooded on each side, and leaw &rées there was no cover. The second thedttotrun a hail of bullets
and shells hit them. The men had been told to rfakeharge in one bound, and to keep going asfatey could. Unable to
crouch or duck they simply charged forward hoping the best. As the first rush of 30 men madecibss, the American
artillery was still falling on the enemy positioasd Sauls’ men were perilously close to the expigdihells. But the barrage had
kept the enemy in their fox-holes and these firsinnhad indeed made it over in one movement. Regdhie Cauquigny
intersection, Sauls began to deploy his men tolgfte But with the artillery barrage soon to lithe rest of the following
company (100+ men) were now beginning to experiginedull effect of the German firepower

The G Company attack stalls

From La Fiere Manor Colonel Lewis could see tl.
pitched battle taking place along the causeway. |
was clear that many of the G Company m' !
following behind Sauls’ first group were being cu =S
down like wheat before a scythe. With a trail ed
and wounded amassing, it was now time to com
the second wave. Next up was E/401 under
command of Captain Charles Murphy, witH2
Lieutenant Richard B. Johnson who would lead t
charge with his % Platoon.

View down the causewav to Cauquignyt”

Lieutenant Johnson'’s recollections .

“I recalled the Infantry School motto FOLLOW M&hd advised Captain Murphy that | would go fltsadlng my platoon It

was obvious that merely telling the men to crogsdéwseway, after which | would join them, wasthetthing to do under the

circumstances. No tactics were involved - jusuli-like rush. All that Murphy could say was “Gdaless you,” while a tear

rolled down his cheek. Lieutenant Bruce Booker, gamy XO, volunteered to help my Platoon SergeaahridiHowell, a man
of American Indian descent, to keep the platoontaeccompany following me.”

The attacking column was supposed to utilisé Istdes of the road, but as Johnson brought hisupehrough the gap in the
wall it was clear that under heavy enemy gunfir€@npany had been forced to use the left side ot#useway only and that
the assault was flounderingA paratroop Captain was there in the shelter oé thank shouting “Get those men moving!” but
even if they had been able to hear him over thadbuof outgoing and incoming artillery, | doubttifvould have helped. Nor
would it have helped if | had joined in his shogtinl took a deep breath and walked up on the foablloving on he saw a G
Company man he knew slipping backwards down a smisallin the road to whom he criedYdu're going the wrong wayThe
stricken Pfc repliedl can't help it sir, I'm hit!”

“It was almost time for the artillery barrage tift so the situation had to be stirred up. | kead further out onto the causeway.
| saw a G/401 man minus his right hand, whom | a0 later in a hospital in England, where he tofte, “Lieutenant, we
thought you had lost your frigging mindlJohnson was now barely 50-yards up the causewawgles@ly encountering a distinct
lack of leadership amongst the G Company men deddalong the left of the road. This was probathle to the fact that
Lieutenant Don Wason of'PPlatoon, following Sauls with"2had already been killed.

Knowing the barrage was ending imminently, Johndimhnot want the hold-up ahead to prevent his Blat®aching their
objective. He was now level with one of the knatkait tanks from the Jund'@ighting on the right side of the road, and aware
that in the confusion his men needed rallying. ttil calling to one of his Sergeants but couldb®teard over the noiséSo
| took a round from a belt hanging out of the tamid scrawled a huge “E” in the burnt paint on thieles of the tank. The

N3 sergeant nodded and slid back down the baifkis would indicate to his
sily the Germ y ’ ' Platoon that he wanted them to push on up thectesgested right side of the

Johinsan scratched the * e’ T8 road.

With a couple of his men, Johnson sped off ddvendauseway, keeping low
halfway down the right hand bank. Seconds latecehght his foot in a hole
and was catapulted into the floods. Pfc Plickal lmlt the butt of his M1 to
Johnson who grabbing it pulled himself clear of water. “A little further
on, Plicka suddenly took a swan dive forward, laigdon his belly with his
rifle cradled in his arms as if he had just spotiedarget to fire on from a
prone position. | said, “Don’t stop here, Plickafo which he replied in
exactly the same words as the G Company man, “k tetp it, sir, I'm hit!”

The barrage was now lifting and a German machimmguahead raised his
head and began to fire at Johnson. The Germangstigrmachine gun in an
arc but just before the bullets reached Johnsorgtimeswept back the other




way. It had probably reached the stop on the dripoits pre-set field of fire'l think | could feel the breeze of those bullets
passing just behind me. If | had been one stag,l&e would have sawed me in half. At this pamt,kidneys injected a huge
dose of adrenalin into my bloodstream and | begahdlieve | was untouchable, | could lick any nundfeGermans and go all
the way to Berlin!” Reaching the end of the causeway, Johnson dagji@daeivards the German gunnetd€' saw me coming
and tossed a potato masher grenade at me, whiakethin a huge and squashy pile of manure, explagdedsank. The training
manuals all say that one should grab the grenadetarow it back, but none of them tell you howirtd it in a manure pile!”

“Instead of going for the grenade, | executedcatvimust have been the world record for the standidgways broad jump
which landed me in the swamp again, but a piedeefjrenade had sliced through my clothes andrimgdeft arm. This time it
was my turn to play with a grenade, but we wereg aflout twenty feet apart and | guessed the Gemmamnmuals also instructed
one to throw a grenade back. Our grenades weredito explode four and one half seconds after thevas pulled and you let
go of the handle; four and one half seconds wasstae long for our close proximity. Accordinglypulled the pin, let go the
handle and counted “one-a-thousand, two-a-thous#aede you bastard” and | lobbed it into his foxhol8ure enough, he picked
it up went to throw it back and it exploded in hand.”

Johnson jumped up out of the water and suddenlyasaacond German machine gues$ than a foot from my nos#iat he
had leaped past in his sideways movement. Theoteapants of the fox-hole had not surfaced sineeetid of the barrage and
all Johnson could see of them were tH#ivo fat fannies.” At bayonet pointJohnson pushed the men from the fox-hole,
removed their weapons and sent them back eastsattsauseway'l tickled them again with half an inch or so dfet bayonet,
said “Hande hoch, marche,” and they moved out, ceuatly. Whatever became of them - | have no 'ldé.this point Johnson
realised his original opponent from the grenadd daes still alive and moaning loudly. With the waled German’s remaining
hand worryingly close to his trigger, Johnson pitkém up and tossed him asidéd.can’t think of any other circumstance under
which | could pick up a grown man with one hangheesally with a slice through that arm.”

By now Sergeant Howell was up at Johnson’s sidech because he was the rearguard suggeste toightenant that the
entire Platoon had been wiped out. But Howellliad found it easier to lead than to push and haglgiovertaken the Platoon.
Suddenly machine gun fire from the eastern bankendly-fire from the paratroops, hit their position front of the Cauquigny
church and Johnson was hit by an armour-piercingpatoin the ankles."My good grandmother said that | was standing at
attention when hit.”Johnson hit the ground as flat as he could anésetkan orange smoke grenade for identificat®ergeant
Howell was also hit, a slug went through his rightn, hit a rib and skidded around it, coming owt thiddle of his back and

leaving an ugly big holeJohnson was now leading his Platoon from a prorsmilpn on the ground and at the same time trying




to give aid to his Sergeant. The 60mm mortar squaded with a useless mortar, the man carryirglthse plate having been
hit on the causeway. Johnson gave them his niftesent them forward to clear out the little clustEhouses and the churclt
the first house, the likely owner of the manure p$ergeant John Selmer kicked the door open asdnstantly shot dead by a
German inside. Other men took care of that bywtinig grenades through the windows, and also gettthgf a nuisance sniper
in the church itself that had fired at Johnson Hogvell but missed.“A bullet hit right beside me and tiny fragmeufsit lodged
in my hide. | was picking them out for weeks aféednas they worked their way to the surface.”

“Our first aid kits contained nothing big enoudd cover those holes in Howell's arm, side andkhao | held him together
with both hands, using the biggest compresses we ke was in considerable pain so | gave him tleepimine in his kit, but
stupidly put it into his right arm where it justdal out without doing him any good. Then | gave time, in his left arm, where it
seemed to work. Blood was flowing more than | @@dcount for until | realized that a lot of it wasine, coming from that
shrapnel slice through my left arm.Severely wounded Johnson’s part in the battle lexecto an end. He had rallied and led
his Platoon across the causeway, personally takem af two German machine-guns and organised hitamsquad in their
clearing of Cauquigny. Upon the arrival of a medichnson, now shivering with cold was evacuatéite—cold almost certainly
being a combination of loss of blood, shock and)tet.

Other Glidermen are involved in the fighting
At the same time as Johnson’s platoon were tioraat the far end of the causeway, other unitsewgushing across.
Lieutenant Booker, who was Johnson’s rearguardeledthd been the instrumental force for the renaind Company E/401.
Moving back and forth on the causeway, he did dhérg possible to urge the men forward. He wasbiita bullet that tore
through both legs. After being bandaged by a mbdiéound that he could not stand up. He therefarged on by crawling on
his hands and knees, inspiring the able-bodiedanetnd him to advance. Booker eventually madeadkho the east side where
he collapsed and was eventually evacuated to astaiidn.

Back on the eastern side, Colonel Lewis wasessfal in getting one of the American #4@nks moving out onto the roadway
and it almost reached the burned-out German heflark hitting a mine placed there by the 807The tank was stopped and the
explosion wounded seven men from tH& Battalion Heavy Weapons Company. These bloodyiesodnd the disabled tank
added to the bottleneck that was developing orcéluseway.

At Johnson’s position in front of the church
By this time the ' Platoon of E/401 was in the race across the casepassing some of thé' Platoon. These remaining
elements of the Company were being led by Captainpkly, who despite being hit in the face by shrémoatinued across,
collecting the stragglers as he headed towardsntkesection. The action of E/401 now developed i wholesale haul of
prisoners, the Germans rising up out of their pmsst yelling,“Kamarad!” This came about only after the glidermen weretrigh
on top of their fox-holes. About 30 prisoners weaptured around the Cauquigny churchyard and 12 mought back from Le
Motey. During this manoeuvre, an artillery shatded in the churchyard wounding several CompameB.

Meanwhile the 82 commanders are trying to follow the progress
As Generals Gavin and Ridgeway watched the latpaogress, they were unsure if the glider troogsewin control of the
situation on the far bank. As the bridgehead veasddeveloped by the survivors of G and E Compsitie paratroopers on the
east bank continued to fire their machine gunsuppsrt (inadvertently hitting Johnson and HowéiB|ping to create the illusion
of a stalemate. The situation was made worse &athival of the tired sea-borne elements all tlay 'vom Utah beach, who
upon seeing all the wounded lying in the road gieedistinct impression to the paratroopers neafllyeing reluctant to push
on. Nevertheless, Captain Harney's FAABeavy Weapons Platoon got in position near theestwwall to move forward to
support the men already on the other side. Coloeeis himself urged his new men on but with the
heavy weapons they were carrying (81mm mortarswatdr-cooled machine guns) their progress up
the narrow road past bodies and wreckage was sBw. in due course they made it across to the
intersection and set up several heavy machine gusispport Sauls’ established position.

Captain Robert Rae joins the attack

Gavin, for some reason was now convinced thatattack had faltered, and sent a group of"'507
paratroopers under Captain Robert Rae across tiseway to get the attack moving. These troopers
were not eager to venture out into the maelstroraskist the glidermen. John Wisner, S2 of the
507", recalled the men’s reaction to Colonel Malonef) ¥f the 507, as he told them what was
wanted.“When what he was asking for became plain, every thare turned pale. Then one officer
spoke up. “Colonel, it will be slaughter! They céire on us from three sides for 500_yards.”
Maloney said, “I know, but Timmes is over there arlmust go to his helpDespite the arrival of
some f' Battalion re-enforcements earlier, Colonel Timmgsdup of paratroopers and glidermen
was known to be almost encircled in an orchardposthwest of Cauquigny.

There was no counter-argument. The"58i&n would make the charge to help out their coesad
in trouble. They battled their way forward throutite log-jam of glidermen and tank wrecks.
Crossing the causeway still under heavy fire, Rae lais officers did their best to take along any
remaining 325 stragglers. Sauls’ group had managed to crossahseway in one bound, and
Johnson not much slower. But Rae and his"58aratroopers, who linked up with Harney and his
men midway across, could manage no more than a watlvancing straight ahead in the centre of
the road, Captain Harney and his men fired in thégkrows and lobbed grenades at anything that
moved. Rae asked Harney what he should do, atitegseached the western back, Harney sent him



to the left to establish contact with G/401. Rad his men were denied movement in that directipisupporting artillery fire
which was still falling dangerously close to tH& Battalion line, so they came back to a safe liearrthe intersection. Harney
took a count of his men - he had 50 men from his &#01, 18 from E/401, 16 from the Heavy Weapolagoen, 12 from
G/401, and Rae’s group of 21 paratroopers. As élameployed his men in a defensive position, CapRae took his
paratroopers back towards the causeway to adduis’3$aserve. Later in the day under Gavin's osgd€raptain Rae’s unit was
involved in further fighting in Le Motey and beyand

In later years General Gavin was convinced Re had saved the day, and indeed Rae is citdteawdin “hero” in many
books about the Normandy fighting. The gliderméthe 328" and 401" do not agree. Neither did SLA Marshall, who cciiéel
information from the men in the field just dayseafthis action took place, here is what he wrotdlight Drop. “Rae and his
people, uniquely among the forces which had chatbedwest shore, wandered from scene to sceneglvays at the wrong
spot or too awkwardly disposed to engage the Gesniara man-against-man fire fight. The illusionRae's mind that he had
won the bridgehead persisted only because he hadezoof what had happened in other sectofhere seems to be no doubt,
that in the confusion Rae believed that no glideitsucould have already made it across the causémagt, this despite him
encountering German POWSs heading east!

General Gavin saw to it that Rae was awarde®tsenguished Service Cross, America's seconddsggmedal, for this action
while Lieutenant Richard B. Johnson who led CompBM01 across the causeway under equally difficmtumstances was
awarded a token Bronze Star Medal. Further evieletout the importance of Rae’s part in the vioumsiassault comes from
another eye-witness source.

Chester W. Walker was a medic in the 32&ssigned to accompany G Company in the initiacitacross the causeway. He
moved along the causeway doing his best to patthaigrounded and in doing so was unable to keepitlpSauls. In doing his
duty he probably spent more time on the causeveayf ithan any other trooper that day. Eventua#iydid link up with Sauls
who himself was wounded badly in his hand. Yeaterlwhen he was asked if he saw Rae and his m&a thair charge,
Walker answered: “In all this time | did not see any paratrooperf they were there, how in Hell could they gmtigh all that
mortar, rifle and artillery fire and not get someemwounded?”

Captain Rae’s Group - Questions

So how many of Rae’s men were killed or woundetha charge? If you read the existing accounts,ntt even clear how
many men were with Rae as he went - interviews Rk and Sergeant Ed Jeziorski, refer only to auigir of men. In terms of
casualties, in Martin Morgan’s book it says “sonfeRae’s paratroopers fell”, but no figure is indeé. But Walker does not
recall any paratroop wounded. Was it possible samte of the machine gun fire they heard was thein troops supporting
from the eastern bank? Did the fact they were inghthrough G and E Companies’ wounded give therésgion the fire was
heavier than it was? These are rhetorical quesao difficult to answer, certainly by the timeef&agroup were moving no-one
was in a position to know exactly what the situatiecas anywhere along the causeway, the battle ihsiapoint confused and
chaotic and communications were almost non-exist&ftthe officers in ¥ Battalion’s assault Sauls, Johnson and Booker were
wounded and Wason was dead, and there is no meaftaomy radiomen being in the charge at all.

In a 1989 letter General Gavin said of Riaea very dramatic action he took part of a battal of glidermen, who were about
to retreat, into an attack into the German postidngFirstly in all my reading of 3%5accounts, never have | come across a
reference to the 38%5etreating, or even considering pulling back. adtounts refer to Sauls’ establishing a defendesanding
out patrols - not the actions of a unit about toe@t. Secondly, Rae rallied and led only a hanaffglidermen, not a battalion.
Now to set the letter in context it was writtenRae’s son in law, so like a CO’s letter of comfora bereaved family member it
does perhaps over celebrate Rae’s role. But rieless with a senior figure in the"82irborne referring to a battalion on the
brink of retreating, it does not paint a very aeteraccount of the events.

But why was Johnson’s part in the success ignored?
Various factors are apparent when we examine @dptain Rae got the credit, and indeed why mogtefGlidermen, notably
Johnson, Sauls, Harney and many of the senior aors@re distinctly missing from some accounts eftthttle.

1. THE NEW UNIT FACTOR - ¥ battalion of the 40iwas new in the 82, the names and faces of the officers were
unknown to many of the senior"82nen, and indeed some were still wearing®Lpatches on their sleeves. The Battalions
of the 407" had been dispersed into two divisions and theyaraged in France by both air and sea, so the rRegi had
little structure in place at that time to recoslhtroic deeds.

2. BATTLE CONFUSION - it is clear, given the fact thathnson’s men were hit by friendly-fire on the teeis bank that
Gavin and Ridgeway’s assessment of what was hapgemarly 600-yards away was at the very leastusenf and at
worst — plain wrong. Drifting smoke, deafening dgiue and no communications seriously impaired rtraiility to
judge the situation near Cauquigny. The impres#i@y got was that the assault had failed. They'tiknow that
Sauls’ men had gained a foothold near the churdrtsat Johnson had already eliminated two Germashina guns.

3. PREJUDICE - with some of the sea-borne elementsrarthem appearing lethargic and apathetic, it segmmious that
the two generals’ opinion’s of the glidermen, asr@e was decidedly negative. Just minutes bdfereis had relieved
3/325" commander Carrell of command and the previoustrifghf! battalion’s probing assault towards the Grey @astl
had ground to a halt. 64 years later we are dgtantare of the huge numbers of Germans of defenttia Amfreville
area and that the glidermen and Timmes paratroagstore than held their own. But on that Jufile®rning, how
much of this was Gavin aware of? In Normandy tlidegmen were perceived by many to be inferiotte paratroopers
and it would take weeks of fighting side by sidetfte paratroopers to appreciate their glider-bamathers.



4. RIGHT PLACE, RIGHT TIME - as with most medals, plduck is a factor. Captain Robert Rae was a lmetlwn
figure in the 507 and when Gavin was looking for a single particigarreward he chose Rae. This is on a paralled wi
the Medal of Honor recommendations within the *,04hen despite there being several deserving casgsone was
awarded for the Normandy campaign.

Now, all this does not in anyway take anythimgag from Captain Rae’s achievement and the SLA kergjuote should not
necessarily be taken at face value, it is an opinidly, as is this article. It remains a fact ttrat 507" men will always consider
the charge their victory, and the men of the"3aBd 401" will believe they were the victors. That saidstill seems to me that
Richard B. Johnson of E/48Heserved better than the Bronze Star for his auting leadership. | believe his deeds are orr a pa
with Captain Rae’s and in addition to rewarding Hon his leadership, Johnson also personally tagkome machine gun nest
and captured the crew of a second. Undoubtedhe tivere still plenty more German weapons firing wikae charged and his
assault was still arguably the turning-point of Hatle. But the foundations of success had bemherby Johnson and E/401, it
is therefore my opinion that history should finalgcord Johnson’s role.

Richard B. Johnson — the man
Richard Brigham “Dick” Johnson was born in 1914ssex near Boston. In 1939 he was admitted td/fdmsachusetts Bar

after graduating from Harvard Law School. He jdiriee Boston law firm Ropes & Gray that same yaatil early 1942 when
he enlisted into the Army as a Private. After reiog his Commission he served with the
Glider Infantry. On his return from the war, hegba to specialise in real estate law back at
Ropes & Gray, and served as President of the Magsatts Conveyancers Association in
1971 and 1972. His expertise in all aspects dfestate law was highly regarded throughout
the legal community. He was also known as a majredt caring, kindness and wit and also
a person who was not afraid to directly confrond aamedy a problem with quick-thinking
action. While leaving for lunch one day, Johnsame across two bank robbers attempting
to escape from the lobby of the building which hexlghe State Street Bank. He was able to
trap one robber in the revolving doors of the Hotddand
tackled the second would-be thief and held himlahé&
police arrived. In 1971 Johnson was diagnosed with
cancer. He was in and out of the hospital andldws
office over the next several years, continuing his
endeavours with great courage. He died in 1977.
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