The 321% Bombardment Group’s Missions against the Bridges
of Pont-Saint-Esprit

The small town of Pont-Saint-Esprit (pop. in 1943: 4,500) is located at the confluence of the Rhéne and
Ardeche Rivers north of Avignon.

The Ardeche River is somewhat north of the town itself and is crossed by two bridges, one for rail and
one for road traffic.

As the Allies prepared for the invasion of Southern France all bridges in the South of France became
targets. The purpose was two-fold. First, prevent resupply and reinforcements from coming in from
the west and north. Then, trap the German soldiers where they stood in order to force their capture and
surrender.

It was an intensely busy time for the 57" Bomb Wing. Squadrons that were used to flying one mission
per day, were now flying two, three...even four missions every day.

The invasion would take place on August 15", but the Allied Air Forces were going after their targets
well before that.

On August 7" ten ships of the 321 BG went after the bridges over the Ardéche River. The rail bridge
was hit and damaged, but did not come down. The road bridge also took some damage.

The next day the 321* BG sent four waves of attacks against the same two bridges. The weather that
day started out good, but deteriorated throughout the day. The last mission in late afternoon was unable
to drop.

The German engineers were extremely good at shoring up bridges and quickly repairing damage. In a
day or so the rail bridge was able to carry limited traffic. Trains could cross slowly, but were brought
across one wagon car at a time.

The road bridge was attacked on the 11", rendering it unable to accommodate cars or trucks, though
pedestrians and bicycles, motorcycles, etc could make the crossing.

On August 15" the road bridge over the Rhéne River was the target. The building of this bridge began
in the year 1265, and was completed in 1306. All but one of the arches of the bridge were relatively
close together. It would be easy for the German engineers to repair those spans. One span was much
longer. It was called the maritime span, and had to be long enough to allow the passage of boats and
barges. If taken out, it would take much longer for the Germans to repair.

Unfortunately, this span was also the one closest to the town center.

In the morning of the 15" the 321* sent three ships in to take out the maritime span. The lead ship had
a malfunction and could not open the bomb bay doors. A different malfunction in the second ship
caused it to drop late. The third ship simply missed the target. The bombs that did drop exploded
harmlessly in the waters of the river. The mission was a complete flop.



Just after noon the same day thirty-three heavy bombers, B-24’s of the 485" Bombardment Group,
closed in on their target from 15,000 feet. The electrical power in the town had gone out, so they were
unable to sound the air raid sirens to warn the public of the incoming bombers.

The 1,000 lbs General Purpose bombs did their job and the maritime span was down. However, some
bombs also hit the town center causing considerable physical damage and the loss of 19 civilian lives.

There is one fantastic footnote to this tragic story.

As the 1,000 Ibs bombs of the B-24’s slammed into the bridge and the near-misses exploded in the
waters of the Rhone River, the powerful concussions lifted from the river bottom a marble statue and
deposited it on the soft sands of the river bank.

The Gothic statue of the Virgin Mary is thought to have been given to the city by King Philippe the Bel
to mark the completion of the bridge in 1306. It may have been tossed into the river during the anti-
clerical riots associated with the French Revolution.

August 15, 1944 was the Feast of the Assumption celebrating the Virgin Mary’s assent into heaven.
The assent of the statue of the Virgin from the depths of the Rhone to the sandy river bank could only
be interpreted as a promise of better times to come.
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