little past 2 a.m. on March 26, 1945, a scant 42
days before the war’s end in Europe, about 250
young men out of a force of nearly 420 were ca-
sualties in an assault as unthinking and unneces-
sary, but also as brave, as the Charge of the Light
Brigade, immortalized in Alfred, Lord Tennyson’s
famous poem. This action, however, was hidden away by Third
Army headquarters, and as a result the night was lost to history.

For many years after that tragically fateful night [ had no time
to remember it, or more accurately, I tried very hard to forget
it. Miy life was geared toward the future—going to college, rais-
ing a family; establishing a successful career and retiring.

A character in Les Miserables, lamenting the death of his com-
rades on the 19th-century Paris barricades while be lived, trig-
gered a flood of memories in me when I saw the show, and it all
came rushing back. T had not really forgotten that night, and
now think of it every day. This s the story of that evening, an in-
cident too often overlooked by many of those writers and re-
searchers who have chronicled the exploits of the Third Army.

I was 2 member of C Company, 168th Combat Engineers, a
bastard unit assigned to the Third Army. Our mission was to
keep the roads open and passable for men, tanks, trucks, artillery
and anything else that moved. We plowed snow-covered roads,
built bridges over streams and rivers, made corduroy roads from
forests we cut down when the mud got too deep for trucks and
tanks, lifted mines, planted mines, assaulted fortified positions
with explosives and established bridgeheads with the infantry so
that larger bridges could be built to ferry the tanks and artillery
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across.

One day at winter’s end, when we reached our bivouac area,
our sergeant said the squad would meet later that evening fora
briefing. In my almost two years in the Army I had never been
part of a briefing. Since we arrived on the Continent, our entire
world had consisted of only what we could see with our own
eyes. This confined our view to a very small area—the world of
our 12-man squad and the ground covered by our truck.

We did know we were winning the war because we were
always moving east. We did not know where we were, except
that road and village signs changed from French to German, so
we figured we were in Germany. But where? We did not know
who was to our north, or south or west; it had to be the Germans
to the east. We knew only what we saw.

The briefing gave us some information and greatly expanded
our world. We learned that this was Saturday, March 24, that we
were to lead an assault across the Rhine River carrying troops
of the 89th Infantry Division, and that this crossing was sched-
uled for Monday, March 26, at 2 a.m. ata place called St. Goar.

Above: Tense Gls from the 89th Infantry Division crouch low in
an assault boat during the division’s crossing of the Rhine River at
Oberwesel, Germany, on March 26, 1945. Opposite: Five miles
to the north, 89th Division Gls attempt to cross the Rhine at St.
Goar. The Oberwesel crossing went well, but the attempt to
breach Germany’s last great western barrier at St. Goarshausen,
recalled Oscar Fried hn, did not go according to plan.




We were told that the attack would be made in manually rowed
M1 assault boats, each carrying three engineers and a 12-man in-
fantry squad. Our 12-man engineer squad would divide into four
boats with an entire infantry platoon, plus medics, noncoms and
officers. We believed that so far in this war, nobody had yet
crossed the Rhine and we would make the initial historic assault.
We had not the slightest inkling that the river had already been
crossed successfully three weeks earlier at Remagen, and at many
other spots since. Tens of thousands of Allied soldiers were al-
ready across to our north.

We were instructed to self-select our groups of three, and we
soon divided up based on close friendships. There was to be one
engineer in each front corner of the rectangular boat, with the
third in the center rear, using his paddle as a tller. The in-
fantrymen were to file in behind us in three rows of four each.
The two outside rows were to paddle along with the engineers
who were to set the pace.

Once my group of three
had gotten together, we de-
cided among ourselves that
before we got into the boats
we would unte our boots so
that they could be easily
kicked off. We would also
drop our gas masks and
heavy cartridge belts so that
we would not be burdened
with this extra weight in
case we capsized. Our job
that night was to deposit the
infantrymen on the east
bank of the Rhine, row back
to the west bank and find
our way back to our units.
QOur task would then be
done, since another engi-
neer battalion was to build
a bridge across the secured
banks. After that, we would
head to our sleeping areas
for a fitful night’s rest.

The next day was an or-
dinary one for us. A previ-
ous day’s reconnaissance
patrol had found a tar
burner and stacks of solid
tar. The squad was up at
dawn and went to patch a
road that wound up a hill.
We all guessed the Rhine
was on the other side, but
we didn’t know where we really were. We fired up the burner and
melted the tar, which we then dribbled over cracks in the road.
Not a single vehicle of any kind passed us as we worked until
midafternoon. We were up ahead of the armor and even some
of the infantry. We talked about the coming events throughout
the day, wondering when this assignment would end.

At 9 p.m. we assembled for the trip to St. Goar. During the
several hours before we left, some of us wrote letters, some
cleaned rifles, some napped. The official history of the 89th In-
fantry Division said that “Sunday, March 25th, was a day of
prayer...H-hour the culmination of nearly three years of prepa-
ration was at hand.” It might have been for the infantry, but it
certainly wasn’t for the 168th Engineers. My squad had putin a
trying day’s work tarring a piece of an apparently little-used road,
and there wasn’t any prayer, organized, official or otherwise. We
were all buzzing about that night, however.
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A combat engineer will never forget the
day he led an assault boat across the Rhine
River and into the teeth of the German
defenses at St. Goarshausen.

By Oscar Friedensobn

The official record also says that “for hours the [89th] Divi-
sion’s 105’ and 155% had been pounding known and suspected
targets on the far side, but now the barrage was stilled and an
uneasy quiet settled over the gorge.” This is not what I recall. I
remember sporadic shells at what seemed like random intervals,
occasionally over our heads and impacting on the far side of the
river. Of course that’s what we could see and hear. For all we
knew about strategy and tactics, it could have been a pounding.
In fact, we were led to believe the attack was to be a surprise with
no air cover. There was no air cover, but it was not a surprise.

‘We mounted our trucks at the appointed hour. There was total
blackout that night, but the moon was bright and visibility good.
Tn short order we began to pass the infantry. They were lined up—
huddled might be 2 better descripion—on both sides of the road.
They were in full combat gear, solitary figures stretching in both
directions, as our blacked-out truck and the others of our company
passed silently by. There
were no words of encour-
agement from either side,
only curiosity and ques-
tioning stares. We all knew
what was coming up. A
second D-Day, we thought.

"The trucks pulled trailers
carrying pontoons, Tread-
way bridges and the assault
boats. They crept bumper
to bumper down the
narrow road. My truck
pulled a trailer of 12 assault
boats, enough for our pla-
toon. We halted on the side
of the street behind a long
line of other trucks. There
were many more lining the
curb behind us.

"The houses alongside my
truck were two and three
stories high, with steps
leading to the front door.
As we got out of the tuck,
we were told to hang
around the immediate
vicinity. My two friends and
I, who were to man one
boat, sat down on the steps.

After several minutes of
nothing happening, we all
walked down to a corner,
about 50 yards away. There
was a break between the at-
tached houses, an entry to a beach that ran down to the water,
which clearly reflected a full moon. The river was very wide and
moving rapidly northward as fast as I've ever seen a river flow:
Otherwise, the view was peaceful and quiet and not at all omi-
nous. It made us feel optimistic about what was to happen, per-
haps no opposition at all—an unhindered crossing. We returned
to the steps next to our truck, and bantered in the usual GI time-
filling way.

Sometme after that, while chatting on the steps, we heard the
whoosh of several shells coming in. These rounds were to our
north, but one hit the building on the corner facing the beach,
where we had just looked at the river. The shelling stopped as sud-
denly as it had started. After a few moments of silence, we moved
down to the beach entrance so the three of us could see what was
going on. We saw the chips in the building where the shell had hit.

Not fully realizing the implications of what had happened, we
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Top: The objective of Friedensohn's assault was the village of
St. Goarshausen on the eastern bank of the river. Middle: Sixty
years ago, assault troops from the 168th Combat Engineers and
354th Infantry Regiment assembled on this St. Goar street.
Bottom: Gls wait to board the assault boats.

went back to our roost on the steps and resumed talking, now
about the shelling. We didn’t think to take cover or get off the
street while we waited for H-hour. We hadn’t realized that these
first few rounds were range-finding, zeroing in, so they could
drop ensuing shells between the buildings lining each side of the
street, and directly on the trucks carrying all the assault and
bridge-building equipment.

After another short bout of gabbing, we heard the whoosh of
a closer shell, much louder and heading directly atus. We barely
had time to flatten out on the steps. The shell landed between
the three of us and our truck. The impact jolted me, and the
strong smell of burnt gunpowder surrounded us. I felt nothing
anywhere on my body and knew I was not hurt. After a few mo-
ments of recovery time, with my ears still ringing, and assuming
my buddies were also OK, I yelled, “Let’s get the hell out of here
and find some cover!” I took off down the street. I ran into a
building through large open doors. The space seemed cavernous
and was totally black. After my eyes adjusted to the darkness, I
saw there were many other helmeted figures lying prone all over
the floor. Others came running in, but not my two friends. T
never saw them again, although I heard that both survived, one
badly wounded. The shelling continued for what seemed a life-
time, killing or wounding a dozen engineers.

After some time lying there, while shells landed outside,
someone dashed in saying that everyone from the first squad of
the first platoon of C Company should move directly across the
street, enter a courtyard and go through the first door on the
right where the squad was assembling. Encouraged by the mes-
sengers braving the shellfire, and despite my fears, I zig-zagged
to the assembly point.

Only nine men showed up; my two close friends and a third
were missing. The preplanned trios had to be rearranged; I was
to be teamed with our corporal from Chicago and a fellow New
Yorker. We decided that the corporal would man the paddle tiller.
The New Yorker and I would take the front spots, he on the left
and me on the right. We were told a reconnaissance boat had al-
ready entered the river and had gotten across unfired upon. (It
turned out that due to heavy fire, they had turned back, but be-
cause of the rapid current, landed far downstream, out of radio
range.) It was getting on to H-hour, 2 a.m., and we moved out
to our truck trailer where the boats were stacked. They had not
been damaged. The barrage of shells had stopped by this time.

Squad by squad, the infantry came down the steep hill onto
the street. Each stopped at our stack of boats and lifted the up-
permost one down to grasping hands. The trailer was emptied
in minutes. The men then carried the boats through the pas-
sageway to the beach and to the edge of the water.

An infantry lieutenant came down the beach and told us to get
the boats into the water; it was nearly ime. As soon as the boats
were in the river, men from the 2nd Battalion, 354th Infantry
Regiment, piled in helter-skelter. My spot was taken, but in the
chaos we couldn’t get the passengers reorganized. I took a middle
spot on the right side, two positions removed from where [
should have been, a lucky break as it turned out. As we waited to
shove off, I dropped my equipment and rifle to the bottom of the
boat, right under me. My boots were unlaced and helmet straps
loose. We were wearing winter clothes and combatjackets. The
infantrymen were wearing light field packs but carried heavy
equipment, including bandoliers and full canteens. I can’t recall
the launch signal, but when the lieutenant in the middle of the
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boat said, “Let’s go,” we took off. Boats to our left and righ
moved out simultanecusly, silently and smoothly.

The moon was bright, and the gorge between the cliff:
seemed eerily lit. The water was racing extraordinarily fasi
downstream. We were about halfway across, paddling very harc
because of the swiftness of the current, when we first saw the
tracers. They illuminated the night, these lines of light coming
from multiple sources on the far bank. The sight was fearful anc
breathtaking, almost magical in nature. The Germans were
using a high ratio of tracers because the streams of light were
continuous. They were firing 20mm high-velocity anti-aircrafi



delivered to the shore across the Rhine River.

guns in level trajectory against us.

One line of light was off to our left, downstream, and the
strong current was moving our boat directly into it. We all saw
it. Everyone was shouting—some to head back, others to move
the boat to the right agamst the current. We yelled for the men
on the right to stop rowing so those on the left could turn us to
the right.

It could not be done. The river was much too powerful.
Trying as hard as we could, udlizing all our strength, we could
notalter the downstream course, and, in one explosive burst, the
lit-up line of fire tore into and overwhelmed the 16 in our boat.
We felt it literally tear into us.

Of the soldiers who we were taking across, the division re-
ported that only 11 men of Company E’s 2nd Platoon got
ashore. Three of Company F’s four Ist Platoon boats were sunk.
All the paddles of the 3rd Platoon, E Company, boat were shot
away, and the craft circled crazily and drifted downstream, reach-
ing shore with its wounded an hour and 20 minutes later. The
division reported that “smoke formed a pall over the river and
the screams of the dying and wounded rose over the angry crack-
ling of the flames,” and that “a storm of German shells churned
the water.”

The infantry commander reported: “Few of the original boats
had made it across. Some were blown up or sunk.... Others drift-

Gls offload flimsy plywood assault boats from the 168th’s trucks prior
to the attack. This is the same S$t. Goar street pictured opposite. Each
assault boat was supposed to carry three engineers who were charged
with handling the craft and seeing that the infantry squad it carried was

ed downstream under merciless fire without pad-
dles.” The engineer commander reported that “eight
boats landed at the far shore. The fate of the balance
will...never be correctly known” and that at “8 a.m.,
when it was relieved, Company C consisted of six
men, three wounded.”

Seconds after the explosive force ripped into us, an
unworldly silence covered the boat. The firing con-
tnued, along with the deadly lightstreams. We barely
heard the noise—it came from a distant world. Our
world had shrunk once again to the few still left aboard
this small boat. Others had been blown over the sides
by the force of the 20mm fire.

I found myself amid an unmoving tangle of arms,
legs and bodies in the bottom of the boat. I was not
sure what had happened. There was a strange sensa-
ton throughout my entire body that my mind could
not grasp. My left leg seemed to be missing; I could
not feel it. There was no pain, justa light-headedness
that was completely new to me. I had never experi-
enced such a feeling. It wasn’t me; but it had to be
me! I was aware of what was happening around me,
and then I was not.

I went through several such stages in rapid succes-
sion. I was in shock and passing in and out of con-
sciousness. During one of my aware stages, I heard
two of the infantrymen whispering about the contin-
uing fire over the river, our drift and whether it
would be safer in the boat or the water. I tried to
listen, hindered by the stll thunderous rapid fire. I
was able to bury my head in a nearby helmet, believ-
ing it would protect me as I passed into uncon-
sciousness again.

When I came to, several men were in the water
clinging to the boat. All else in the boat was quiet, not
a sound. The firing continued, but sounded distant,
either because it was, or in my altered state of mind
it just seemed so. The limbs and torsos I seemed to
be a part of were motionless. I wondered if they were
dead or alive, or like me, hurt and unable to think
clearly, and too afraid to move or even breathe.

I thought if those in the water felt safer there T
should do the same. I hardly remember leaving the
boat, but I did. When one’ life is in jeopardy, there is a hunger
for survival and few things are impossible. I never considered it
was March, and the river was cold.

I have no recollections about my time in the water. We were
drifting downstream in the fast current. I was aware enough to
realize I was blacking out again, and my grip on the boat was fal-
tering. T asked the figure next to me to help me back in and told
him that I was hit and passing out. He pushed and shoved me
over the side and back into the boat with little help from me. I
promptly lost consciousness again.

‘When I came to next, T heard the men in the water talking about
being away from the main lines of fire, but we were drifting to the
German-held side of the river. They were not happy about this
and said so in no uncertain terms. After a time, our boat reached
the east bank, and the men in the water nudged it onshore.

The landing spot was a steep, angular slope of cobblestones,
part of an embankment that flattened out to a road. The angle
was such that we had very good cover. That was a lucky break
because there was a machine gun or 20mm gun just to our north.
Because of the angle, the Germans could not see us. They were
firing over us and across the river.

Fellow soldiers helped us, and one other engineer who also
was hurt, onto the embankment. We all lay there—three unin-
jured infantrymen, including the lieutenant, and two wounded
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