The Seine to the Siegfried Line
After expanding and consolidating the bridgehead, on 26, 27 & 28 August, centering around Pontoise, the next mission of the 30th Infantry Division was one of exploitation, and capitalizing on the retreat of the Germans to the northeast.

There were 3 counterattacks during this period, but the Germans easily gave up, but leaving a few scattered disorganized groups along the way.  The 30th started on another leg of the “rat-race”, which was the fastest advance ever made to catch up with a retreating enemy.
Since there were no major natural barriers from this point onwards to the Siegfried Line, the Germans had no place to go but all of the way back to their Homeland, behind the defenses of the Siegfried Line.

The mission of the 30th at this time was to proceed to the Belgian Border, at Tournai, as rapidly as possible.  This was the beginning of the “rat-race”.  

Task Force Harrison was formed and led by Brig. Gen. William K. Harrison, Jr., the Assistant Division Commander, who was to lead and exploit this mission on 31 August – 1 September, and consisted of the following units:

125th Cavalry Squadron 

30th Reconnaissance Troop
743rd Tank Battalion

1st Battalion, 119th Regiment

118th F.A. Bn.

105th Engr. Bn., Co A

823rd Tank Destroyer Bn.


This was a very powerful force and totally motorized, so as to have mobility as well as speed, the latter being the most essential at this point. 


Task Force Harrison was followed by the 1st and 2nd Battalions of the 119th Regiment, then the Division Command Post, the 120th Regimental Combat Team, followed by the balance of the Divisional elements.  The 117th Regimental combat Team was left behind because there were not enough trucks to transport the entire Division.

The route of task Force Harrison was from the area of Pontoise northeast to Roye, Peronne, Cambrai and Valenciennes, crossing the French-Belgian border in the early afternoon of 1 September, the first Allied troops to enter the Kingdom of Belgium, and on to Tournai, the first City in Belgium to fall to the Allies.


The 125th Cavalry Squadron, covering both flanks of the Division movement, met little resistance – just a few road blocks manned by a machine gun or two with a few infantry men.  These were easily disposed of, and were of little hindrance to the 125th.
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The Germans, having exhausted most all of their fuel, utilized horses and cows to tow their vehicles and artillery pieces, and using farm wagons to move their equipment.  This was a very inefficient way of movement, but it was the last resort for them.


Between Peronne and Cambrai there was a very long straight stretch of road, 1 or 2 kilometers, and both lanes were being utilized for ‘one way traffic’, to help speed the flow of traffic to the northeast. During this daylight march, a flight of US P-38’s sighted this enemy column, and swooped down and strafed the entire column, which resulted in pandemonium.  Many of the troops were killed, horses and cows were killed, and the rest of the horses, being frightened, bolted off the road and into the woods, dragging their load behind them.  This column came to a standstill, and it impeded Task Force Harrison from proceeding further, until the road could be cleared.

Here the 105th Engineers, a part of the task Force, went to work with their bull dozers, clearing the road, by pushing the dead animals, wagons, trucks and artillery pieces off the road into the ditches.

No sooner than this was being accomplished, the local Belgian people were actually fighting over the animals, which they had proceeded to carve up into blocks of meat!  Each family or group was claiming possession of each individual animal ‘as theirs’.  They were desperate for food, and with so much fresh meat readily available, they were making the best of it.  We had no problem in allowing them to do this, as the animals had been stolen from local farms along the way by the Germans who needed them for their transportation.

It was rather ironic that the area from Roye up through Valenciennes, was the famous battle ground of the 30th Division in WWI, where they breached the famous Hindenburg Line, which contributed to shortening the war to a considerable extent.

For us, gasoline was becoming a problem, as we had outrun our source of supply, and the Gasoline dumps could not be moved forward and supplied fast enough to keep up with us.  Consequently, all units started dropping off vehicles by the side of the road, to be gassed and utilized later on when supplies became available.
All supplies were still being brought forward from Omaha Beach via the ‘Red Ball Express’, and this was a 500 mile journey, and took 2 – 3 days to make the one way trip.  There were no “express roads” available at this time, and driving times were very slow in most cases, although they operated around the clock, 7 days per week.
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In the meanwhile, the Infantry troops had to hit the road and march 15 to 20 miles per day, and in one case up to 27miles.  That is a lot of marching with a light field pack and a rifle!

Of course none of this action and travel was without enemy skirmishes, running over mines, cleaning out snipers and repairing bridges blown by the retreating enemy.

After securing Tournai, and remaining in the area until 7 September, it was turned over to the British, as this city was in their zone, but we got there first!

During this period, the Division had a brief rest, while waiting for supplies and gasoline so that we could move forward again.
At this point the Division turned due east and headed towards Liege, Belgium, and the movement was about the same as it had been in the previous 2-3 days, Slow!  Still moving along with a limited number of vehicles, and leap-frogging the troops forward as best as could be done, the Division finally reached Ft. Eben Emael on the Albert Canal / Meuse River on 10 September.
Ft. Eben Emael, supposedly a very impregnable fortress, was easily taken by the 3rd Battalion of the 120th Regiment.  A crossing of the Albert Canal and the Meuse River was made with little effort, and liberating the City of Vise.  Here the division turned northward, paralleling the Meuse River, up to the Belgian – Dutch border.
The 117th Regiment, Company “A”, was the first of our units to cross the border at the village of Mesch, on 12 September.  The 30th Division was the 1st of the Allied Troops to enter the Kingdom of The Netherlands.

With the 120th Regiment moving northward on the western bank of the Albert Canal, they crossed the canal and entered Maastricht on 13 September, while the 117th Regiment moved northward on the east bank of the Meuse up to Maastricht, then crossing the Maas (Meuse) River to the western bank, marched through the city, meeting up with the 120th Regiment, and in doing so, Maastricht became the first City and Provincial Capitol to be liberated by the Allies on 14 September 1944.  A very important date that is still remembered by the citizens of Maastricht.

The Division sector was bounded on the north, generally by the Highway from Maastricht to Heerlen, and on the south, by the Dutch-German border. This included Gulpen, Valkenburg and Heerlen as the largest of the towns in the sector, and many of the smaller towns and villages in between.  The Division Hq. was set up in a Castle in Gulpen for a few days, then as Heerlen became cleared out it moved forward and set up in the St. Bernadinus College in the center of Heerlen.
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The Division Hq. remained here from 19 September until 12 October.  All three of the Regiments had reached the outer westernmost fringes of the Siegfried Line and it was decided to hold up here until all of the ‘abandoned’ vehicles could be recovered and brought forward – a few each day, until all of our vehicles were within the Divisional boundaries.

During this month long period, we just waited for food, ammunition and gasoline to be brought up to us, to replenish all of our supplies to the pre-“Rat-race” level. Also, replacements wee brought forward and distributed to each Company as needed to replace those lost during the past month.  At the same time, patrols were going out daily to try to seek out any weak spots in the lines of the German defenses.

During this period of low level combat, the troops had more leisure time than at any time before ever since we had left England, and it was a relief.  We were able to attend movies, visit with the local population, most all of whom could speak some English, and best of all, we were rotated on a schedule to go to some of the local coal mines for a hot shower and clean uniforms!  What a joy!!

Many of the members of the 30th Division were invited into the homes of some of the Dutch citizens of Heerlen, and surrounding villages, and due to this lull in combat, with  small amounts of free time, they enjoyed the hospitality of these people, and many have remained friends up to this day.
It was interesting to speak to the Dutch people, who for the first time in four long years of German occupation, cold speak freely and tell of their excruciating experiences during this occupation period.  They spoke mainly about their lack of food, clothing,

 fuel and transportation and how they coped with the situation.  They were overwhelmed whenever any of the soldiers brought them any bits of rations that they were able to obtain, such as fresh coffee, fresh meat, canned goods and often the soldiers receiving packages from home, shared them with ‘their families’.


In the meanwhile, the “Red Ball Express”, running night and day, was bringing up supplies – gasoline, food and ammunition as the main items – to build up our stockpiles so as to enable us to penetrate the Siegfried Line on a wide front and to keep going.  This eliminated the fear that once we got through the Siegfried Line and ran out of supplies, we would then be cut off.

The Siegfried Line was an almost impenetrable heavy belt of pillboxes, entrenchments, road blocks and other means of preventing our forces from entering Germany. These highly developed fortifications were closely tied in together with the existing terrain features, such as the Wurm River, rolling hills to take advantage of the high ground for better observation, and slag piles as the ultimate in observation posts for artillery fire control.  Finally, was the Roer River, the last major obstacle of the Siegfried Line. The Siegfried Line was the main line of protection all along the German border, 
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and was their last major line of resistance and defense against the invasion of enemy forces into the ‘Fatherland”.

Slag piles consisted of waste material, mostly rock, for the mining of coal in the area.  These slag piles rose to a height of 200 – 300 meters, and were an outstanding landmark on the horizon.  Near every town, there was a coal mine with its slag pile.


As the last major town in Holland to be liberated by the 30th, was Kerkrade, which was situated right on the Dutch-German border.  In fact, part of the international border ran down through the middle of one of the main streets in Kerkrade. Dutch families on one side of the street, and German families on the other side of the street.  In prewar times, there were inter-marriages ‘across the street’ so it made it awkward for these families to be separated by a 12’ high cyclone fence down through the middle of the street.


The Division Hq, moved into Kerkrade on  12 October, using the Rolduc Monastery as it headquarters. This was a huge school building, and it was converted to a Rest Center for our troops.  As often as possible, parts of each Company were rotated back to Rolduc for a few days of Rest & Relaxation, and also reorganization, picking up new replacements for the men who had been lost in the preceding weeks of battle.  Clean rooms and beds to sleep in, showers, clean clothing, and well prepared meals, movies, dances, to which local young ladies were invited, all to rest, relax and build up the morale of the troops. 

This ended another segment of the travels of the 30th Infantry Division from Omaha Beach to the Siegfried Line.

Frank W. Towers
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