The Rat Race

On August 12, 1944, the hedgerow fighting at Mortain came to an abrupt end, thankfully.  Now we could get down to business and fight the war as we had learned and had expected from the very beginning.  From here on, the land began to flatten out and was more realistically what we had expected

In the course of the next month, the 30th Infantry Division was to drive across Northern France, Belgium, into Holland and finally cross the border into Germany, with no great epic battles taking place, but just a continual daily chasing of the German Army back to the “Fatherland”.

After a day of reorganization, recuperation and resupply, we were ready to be on the road again, pursuing the Germans.

The initial pursuit began on 14 August, and on the 15th, against little or no resistance, we entered and cleaned out the City of Domfront. After this, the advance was rapid and steady, and by the 19th we had advanced 115 miles, against sporadic but light resistance, to a point near Dreux, only 42 miles west of Paris.
Liberated along the way during this lightning speed dash, were: Brezolles, St. Andre de L’Eure, Evreux and Gauciel where a large German airfield was captured on the 20th.
Rumor had it that we were headed directly for Paris, and we would be involved in its liberation, but alas, this honor was given to the French 2nd Armored Division, and we were diverted to the east and north, to cross the Seine River at Mantes Gassicourt on the 27th.
On the 28th we were to continue the pursuit of the Germans as rapidly as possible without giving them an opportunity to make any kind of a defensive stand. In accomplishing this task, we liberated Pontoise, Roye, Peronne, Cambrai and Valenciennes, and we were the first Allied Infantry troops to cross the border into Belgium on 1 September.

This last leg of the pursuit was about 180 miles, in 72 hours, and was the fastest opposed advance by an infantry division in the history of warfare! During this period, the Division was credited with capturing 2,081 German prisoners!
Next, on the 2nd of September, we entered and liberated Tournai, Belgium, the first city of any size yet to be liberated by the Allies, and we continued the chase against further crumbling opposition, across mid Belgium, just south of Brussels and on to the Meuse River, just north of Liege.

Since our supply lines were extended so far – all supplies and gasoline had to be carried by truck from Omaha Beach to our Divisional supply point – we rapidly out-ran our supplies of gasoline.  This caused many trucks and tanks to be dropped off on the roadside until gasoline could be brought forward to get them reactivated again.  In the meanwhile, the infantry troops were being leap-frogged forward, dropped off, and they continued to walk.  The trucks, for which there was a limited supply of gasoline, returned for another load of troops, and leap-frogged them again up to the front of the advancing column.

The same situation existed for ammunition and food.  Transportation was critical, and we were out-running our supply lines, so we had to conserve ammunition, and go on restricted rations.  Fortunately for us, with the Germans on the run, and not giving us much opposition, we were able to move forward without the necessity of firing much ammunition.

Upon arrival at Ft. Eben Emael on September 10th, where we expected to meet more severe opposition, we were surprised to find that the Fort was nearly abandoned, and the Germans were attempting to make a defensive stand on the east bank of the Meuse River.  With this obstacle overcome, we crossed the Albert Canal and the Meuse River.
From Tournai, this was another 130 miles, which was covered in 5 days!  Another record advance!!

After crossing the River Meuse, we headed north towards the City of Maastricht in Holland.  We reached the Belgian – Dutch border on the 12th of September, and we were the 1st Allied troops to enter the Kingdom of The Netherlands.

From here we moved northward a few miles, and on the 14th entered and liberated Maastricht, the very 1st City and Provincial Capitol to be liberated by Allied troops. Continuing on, against low level resistance, we pursued the German Army back across the border of the Netherlands and Germany, where the Germans proceeded to make a concerted defensive stand within the Siegfried Line.
By this time, we were exhausted from chasing the Germans, partly on foot, running short on food and ammunition, having lost many men during the past 30 days without an opportunity to receive replacements. It was felt that this was a good time to stop and refresh and replenish supplies before any further attempt was made to breach the Siegfried Line – the well fortified German barrier on the border of The Fatherland.
In the past 30days we had come 580 miles from Mortain, a record for any Infantry Division against an opposed advance during combat against an enemy!!
Thus, this operation was called the “Rat-Race”.  Like a cat chasing a rat!!

He had no place to go to hide.

This gave all of us an opportunity to rest and recuperate, reorganize and accept and train new replacements. We were able to get showers in the local coal mines, where there was an ample supply of hot water, and to be issued clean uniforms, which were badly needed at this time.

It also gave us an opportunity to meet many of the local Dutch people, who were most hospitable, and invited many of us into their homes, where they shared their meager food supply with us.  They were the most hospitable people that we had yet met during our stay on the continent.  They were very appreciative for their liberation, after 4 plus years of occupation by the German Nazi forces.
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