WAAL COMMERATION
Sgt. Healy

82nd Public Affairs Office

FORT BRAGG, N.C –   As the sun rose over the McKellar Lake’s eastern bank Friday morning, six companies of paratroopers assigned to the 82nd Airborne Division laughed and splashed in the lake’s water during a festive and competitive annual boat race commemorating their World War II predecessors.

Paratroopers assigned to the Division’s 307th Engineer Battalion and the 3rd Battalion, 504th Parachute Infantry Regiment recognized the paratroopers that captured the Waal River during OPERATION MARKET GARDEN with a boat race, speeches and morning brunch.

During this operation,  the Division’s objectives were to seize bridges over Holland’s Waal and Maas Rivers, and to defend its high ground between the Groesbeck and Nijmegen.  
On September 20th, 1944 the 307th and 504th launched an attack and captured the Waal River bridge’s north end. The battle was costly; the first wave of paratroopers a suffered 50 percent casualty rate. 
During this battle, Pvt. John Towle, of 504th’s Charlie Company single handedly broke up an enemy counter-attack.  For his efforts, Towle was awarded the Medal of Honor. 

“The Waal Crossing was just one battle during this campaign, but an integral one in the success of WWII,” said Lt. Col. Michael Wehr, the commander of the 307th Engineer Battalion.  “Today we commemorate the sacrifices of the paratroopers that fought their way across the Waal, as well as though that have served since that courageous fight.”

The annual event was canceled last year due the Division’s deployment.

 Paratroopers raced against one another in black, rubber rafts.  The rafts were approximately 20 ft. long and fitted with wooden floor boards and thick, heavy rubber. 


The company’s raft that completed three full laps first – from the lake’s edge to its middle – was awarded an engraved wooden oar.  Each raft held 15 paddlers and paratroopers rotated as paddlers after every complete lap.

Before the race started, every company that competed in the race had to shoulder-carry their rubber zodiac raft two miles from Pike Field to the lake.


“I could tell that some of the other teams were already tired carrying the rafts down here before the race even started,” said Staff Sergeant Orlando Souden, assigned to Headquarters and Headquarters Company, 307th Engineer Battalion.  “They were rubbing their shoulders.”

Lt. Col. Wehr started the race. The calm lake water grew choppy when the rafts started moving.  Green and white colored smoke poured from smoke canisters, and loud gun and artillery fire exploded simulating combat conditions.

  Wearing their physical training tee-shirts and shorts, Paratroopers kicked, paddled and splashed trying to make their rafts faster than the others.

“Everybody was yelling and screaming in my boat encouraging each other,” said Souden.

Paratroopers were at the water’s edge laughing and joking while watching the rafts slowly move.


Headquarters and Headquarters Company, 307th Engineer Battalion, Souden’s team, won the race.


“All of our guys got really wet, but I think we were more motivated than everybody else.”


During a Passing of the Orr ceremony, Souden’s company received a wooden oar that they’ll keep until they defend it next year, he said.

Other events during the day included speeches from retired Paratroopers, a 20 minute viewing of scene clips of the movie A Bridge Too Far, a reading of the history of the crossing of the Waal River, and brunch.

Approximately 12 former paratroopers, some veterans of combat in Korea during the 1950s, now lifetime members of the 82nd Airborne Division Association, were present during the event.

“I haven’t been back to Fort Bragg since 1974 and it’s an honor to be with these great Americans,” said Joe Donnelly, a member of the 82nd Airborne Division Association.  “All the events this morning were great but I truly enjoyed the boat races.”


According to Donnelly, a resident of Upper Darby, Penn, the spirit and unit cohesion the paratroopers demonstrated at McKellar’s Lake reminded him what it means to be in the 82nd Airborne Division.


“I’m glad to see all the paratroopers that have served overseas that last couple of years safe and sound,” Donnelly said.

